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The dominant and consistent aim of Chinese Language policy among the minority 
nationalities is to enable them to become fluent in spoken and written standard 
Mandarin Han in order that they can fully participate in the overwhelmingly Han-
dominated Chinese nation state. A secondary aim, which has been applied only in a 
limited number of minority areas, and in most cases has not been applied consistently 
over time, is to promote literacy in non-Han languages in order both to bring their 
speakers the general benefits of literacy in their own languages and in order to help 
them to learn Han with the help of minority language scripts.  
 
 Despite a seemingly unified linguistic policy throughout the whole of China, the results 
of the promotion of minority language scripts differ widely in different parts of the 
country. This is also true within predominantly monolingual non-Han-speaking rural 
areas of south-western China, where unlike in Tibet and Xinjiang, there are no 
secessionist movements.  
 
In the Yi Autonomous Prefecture of Liangshan (in the Province of Sichuan) the 
relatively high rural literacy rate using the standard Nuosu (Liangshan Yi) script 
attained as a result of the application of the policy is widely hailed as a success, whereas 
there is an unofficial consensus that literacy in the romanised Zhuang language script 
promoted according to the same basic policy in Zhuang-speaking areas of Guangxi 
(Zhuang being the non-Han language in China with the greatest number of speakers) 
has been a complete failure.  
 
This thesis set out to explore these different outcomes and to fathom the extent to which 
the use and acquisition of these minority scripts and languages is really promoted and 
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Chapter 2     Review of Literature 
CHAPTER 2: REVIEW OF LITERATURE  
  
2.1 LITERATURE ON GENERAL ASPECTS 
My chief theoretical reference for language planning became Cooper (1989), later 
supplemented by Kaplan and Baldauf (1997), due to its clarity and the user-friendliness of 
his typological checklists. In the field of education I found the writings of Baker and, 
Cummins particularly stimulating and in that of adult literacy Street (1995 and 2003) and 
in that of linguistic vitality Giles (e.g. Giles, H., Bourhis, R.Y. and Taylor, D.M.., 1977 
or Giles et al., 2000. 
 
When embarking on the research there were few sources analysing the linguistic vitality of 
non-Han speech communities. Therefore I relied heavily on literature on minority 
languages in other countries. Fishman’s Reversing Language Shift (1991) and publications 
such as IJSL and Multilingual Matters journals and books had a particularly strong 
influence on me, although I perceived the former principally as an action blueprint for 
communities wishing to secure the futures of their endangered languages (something 
extremely underdeveloped in south-western China) rather than as tool for an outsider to 
analyse language planning methods. It also assumed that a central goal was to save the 
minority languages concerned from extinction and breathe new life into them by 
extending their domains etc., which seemed to contrast with the official evolutionary 
Marxist Chinese belief in the ultimate long-term blending together of all languages 
(alongside with nationalities and social classes) and the attitude that while minorities were 
free to preserve their languages, they were also free to adopt other languages, for example 
Han.  
 
Examining diverse minority language and language-planning situations in many parts of 
the world provided useful ideas for approaching the Chinese situation. Parallels between 
south-western China and language policy in Central and South America, described by 
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2.2 CHINESE LITERATURE ON CHINESE MINORITY 
LANGUAGES 
In 1981 and 1982, while living at Guangxi Nationalities’ Institute, I appealed in vain to the 
highest authorities to visit out of the way Zhuang and Mien (Yao) areas of Guangxi, a 
reflection of how hard it was for non-Chinese to visit most minority areas at first hand. 
Largely due to the inaccessibility of China to the outside world during the long years of 
political upheavals between 1958 and 1978, most sensitive minority areas were out of 
bounds to foreigners even well into the 1990s and the main sources were articles published 
in Chinese journals. Some of these were available on subscription such as 民族语文 
(Nationalities’ Languages and Scripts), some published by institutions of higher learning 
such as 广西民族学院学报 (Guangxi Nationalities Institute Journal) and 云南民族学院
报 (Yunnan Nationalities Institute Journal) and some were internal memoranda or reports 
approved for release. 
 
My initial sources on Chinese minority language policy were thus overwhelmingly in 
Chinese and appeared in both published sources (books and journals) and internal (内部) 
journals, not on sale to the public. Unfortunately, there was little systematic literature (with 
exceptions such as Cui Jiyuan (1991) who described language use among the Koreans of 
Yanbian) detailing the sociolinguistic situation. Most articles were descriptions of 
individual languages, were related to language typology or were written from the 
perspective of language planners faced with the task of standardising and promoting non-
Han languages. It was obviously the latter category which most interested me. 
 
Typically such articles outlined the problems facing the planners, what had already been 
achieved (if anything) and detailed what needed to be done or improved upon. They were 
often statements of intent and blueprints of what was to be done, rather than clear, faithful 
descriptions of either the real situation or the policies actually implemented.  It is in this 
section where one can start to get an idea of the obstacles faced in the implementation of 
the policy. With their heavily politicised jargon, they often read rather like religious texts, 
for example reminding readers of China’s policy of equality for all nationalities and their 
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languages and quoting statements by CCP leaders such as Mao Zedong, Zhou Enlai, Hua 
Guofeng, Deng Xiaoping and Jiang Zemin or historical Marxists such as Engel and Stalin. 
  
Many articles directly criticise “comrades” who have not properly grasped the Party’s 
nationality and minority language policies and refuse to implement them properly and 
indeed a prime objective is to convince reticent cadres of the value of the promotion. In 
other comments the obvious is stated (or what should be obvious if official policy were 
being followed properly), because obviously important sections of cadres do not accept 
these “obvious” points. One reads ad nauseam the argument that monolingual minority 
language speakers can learn Han better if they first become literate in the minority 
language: for this point to be stressed so insistently obviously there exist important 
sections of cadres (at least in part the target readership of such articles) and the public 
(whom the articles hope to influence by way of supportive grass-roots cadres) who believe 
this not to be true and think that every minute invested in learning a useless “backward” 
language is a minute lost learning Han.  
 
To give an example, writers on Zhuang continually stress the fact that Zhuang literacy 
promotion activities have succeeded in areas where the southern dialect is spoken. If one 
accepts the creation of a single Zhuang standard form, then this should be no big deal, but 
in fact it is a highly controversial subject. Criticism is always from within the framework 
of the Party line. To do otherwise would leave the author open to all kinds of attacks. 
Given the political atmosphere of China, I have sometimes been surprised at the directness 
and frankness of criticisms. There is a lot of “hedging” within this criticism, authors 
expressing themselves as if they were also criticising themselves. Criticisms are generally 
followed by a list of proposals or measures for overcoming problems and often an 
affirmation that these fulfil the Party’s nationality policy and the cause of socialist 
modernisation and construction. 
 
The cadres they are indirectly criticising do not write frontal rebuttals. The preferred 
strategy of opponents of the promotion of non-Han languages is firstly to keep quiet (at 
least on paper) and hope that the obvious superiority of a Han-only policy will be apparent 
to all, secondly to emphasise the importance of concentrating all one’s energies in learning 
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criticism, they still gave useful impressions of the sociolinguistic situation in minority 
areas of China. More recently, particularly as Chinese students who have studied 
linguistics abroad have returned to China, either to work or to carry out research, there 
has been a growth in this area. 
 
 
2.3 PRE-1995 LITERATURE IN THE WEST ON CHINESE 
MINORITY LANGUAGES  
In the early 1990s, when I began my research, apart from typological studies of particular 
languages such as Ramsey (1987), Coyaud (1987 and 1992) and Bradley (1979), there was 
little literature in the West about the situation of minority language communities in China 
and what there was, mostly described the language systems themselves rather than their 
sociolinguistic contexts. In Western sources there was even a dearth of studies about non-
Han peoples, in other fields such as anthropology and history and religion. Most of the 
literature prior to this time was of a general and political nature such as June Teufel 
Dreyer’s China’s Forty Millions (1977) and Moseley (1966), neither of which cast much 
light on how linguistic policy was being implemented. Regarding language policy, perhaps 
the most useful work at this time was Glyn Lewis (1972)’s work on the language policy of 
the Soviet Union, which described situations with some parallels –and perhaps most 
importantly- with a political system which had much in common with China’s and whose 
nationality policy had influenced it (especially in the 1950s) greatly.  
 
In 1992 a series of articles by well known Chinese linguists involved in language planning 
appeared in English in the International Journal of Sociology of Language which suddenly 
brought issues of Chinese minority language policy to the notice of Western scholars, 
although such articles were still very much written in Chinese terms of reference. For 
example Sun Hongkai described problems of defining languages and nationalities, while 
Zhou Yaowen wrote of how to categorise types of bilingual education in different parts of 
China. The latter article was somewhat misleading, because it did not stress how 
incomplete the application of bilingual education had been, making it sound, for example, 
as if the Zhuang in general received bilingual schooling, when it had only affected a 
miniscule minority, thus presenting the world with an unjustifiably optimistic picture of the 
use of Zhuang in education. 
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2.4 POST-1995 LITERATURE IN THE WEST ON CHINESE 
MINORITY LANGUAGES  
From the mid-1990s Western literature and overseas Chinese literature on minority 
nationalities, including their languages and linguistic situation, increased (and has 
continued increasing) dramatically. Some of those writing were mainland Chinese 
studying abroad (including Hong Kong), who now researched and wrote from a non-
Communist perspective, coherent with the Western academic tradition. Among these were 
some minority nationality students such as Wuda (2002) and Bamo Ayi (2001), both 
Nuosu.  At last some Chinese scholars were becoming (as Russian and other ex-Soviet 
linguists had some years earlier) integrated in the global sociolinguistics discourse –which 
was itself becoming more self-critical and aware of power relationships under the 
influence of writers like Glyn Williams-  and had left their Marxist-Leninist-Stalinist-
Maoist ghetto behind. In the field of education, western researchers such as Postiglione 
(1999) and Upton (1999) were writing about education policy affecting linguistic 
minorities.  
 
Whereas before the mid-1990s mainly general overviews of Chinese language policy as a 
appeared (e.g. Svantesson, 1991), since the late 1990s the breadth and depth of subjects 
treated has grown exponentially.  Stites (1999:121) was one of the first that came to my 
attention which compared promotion in different areas (although not in depth), 
including Liangshan and Guangxi. This article, which I saw in 2002, was the first 
written source in which I had seen others directly comparing these 2 situations. 
 
 Bradley 2001 and Harrell 2001c described the language situation in parts of Liangshan 
and even attitudes towards language planning. Of great value to me was Hansen (1999a 
and b) who contrasts the relationship between identity and education (language and script 
choice playing an important role in her analysis) in the Naxi and the Tai, whose differences 
have some parallels with those found between the Zhuang and Nuosu. Harrell (2001a and 
b) particularly valuable as he summarised and analysed a wide range of aspects of the 
Nuosu and other ethnic groups living in Liangshan. Meanwhile, Kaup (2000) published a 
book on the post-1952 construction of a Zhuang nationality identity, which she also relates 
to the promotion of the Zhuang script. An interesting development were reports detailing 
the involvement of international organisations (e.g. UNESCO) in rural development 
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projects in non-Han speaking areas, where adult literacy and basic education were key 
elements. In some of these reports there is, frustratingly either no reference to the proposed 
language medium or it is implied that Han is used.  
  
 
2.5 INTERNET AS A FORUM FOR BOTH WESTERN AND 
CHINESE SCHOLARS 
The Web opened a whole new window not only to articles written by western scholars, but 
also by Chinese authors. The number of relevant articles grows exponentially and I only 
wish I had had this facility when I embarked on my research, it having arrived frustratingly 
late. In the last several years a spate of useful articles treating minorities as speech 
communities with socio-economic aspirations have appeared on the Web such as Dory 
Poa & Randy J. LaPolla (2003?), Bulag (2003), a variety of articles in the China 
Education Forum published by the Wah Ching Centre of Research on Education in 
China, Minglang Zhou (2000 and 2001), Dwyer (2005). In the closing phase of the 
research my problem was how to reflect, at least the more important parts of this latest 
academic input in my research, much of which addressed similar concerns to my own. 
 
It is only in the last five years that much serious interest has been taken in the West about 
minority language policy in China, either from the point of view of the rights of language 
groups or of non-Han literacy as a vehicle of empowerment. Under the influence of the 
great number of case studies from other countries of attempts to slow, stop or reverse 
language shift in the last several years some studies (many initiated from Hong Kong or 
foreign universities) are emerging which look at the linguistic ecosystems of minority 
communities. However, very little (examples are Dwyer on Xinjiang and Bass on Tibet) 
has appeared which examine the efforts of minority speech communities in China to 
conserve and develop their languages and scripts in the way being done in many other 
countries.  
 
In recent years articles by Chinese authors have gradually been influenced by western 
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2.6 TREATMENT OF ASPECTS RELATED TO THIS THESIS 
A number of descriptions of language distribution and division into dialects is to be 
found in Chinese sources (e.g. the series of general introductory descriptions to the 
Chinese minority languages), although information is often given in a rather piecemeal 
fashion. The most frustrating aspect is being given figures for nationalities rather than 
for speakers of a particular language. In China there are no census figures for how many 
people speak different languages. 
  
Aspects such as attitudes towards different Han and minority languages (and their 
speakers) and towards bilingual education were not always easy to extrapolate from the 
language planners’ and educationalists’ reports, being often written in a pamphleteering 
style. The issue of the benefits of bilingual education was particularly delicate and many 
of the claims in the literature for good results have come under attack. I am still not 
100% certain how to evaluate many of these reports. Elites benefiting or suffering from 
language policy were mentioned in the literature, but often anecdotally rather than 
systematically, the beneficiaries of minority language promotion named being chiefly 
peasants and grass-roots cadres. The top-up bottom-down aspect and the connection 
between literacy and empowerment via the diffusion of technical knowledge were 
mentioned most succinctly by Maheimuxia and Yao Changdao (1994), but also were 
apparent from many earlier reports (from both Liangshan and Guangxi) which described 
pressure from peasants in favour of minority language literacy or their response to the 
promotions. 
 
I treat many reports of the “great enthusiasm of the broad masses”, especially from 
Zhuang areas, with scepticism in the light of other sources. Such exaggerations make it 
difficult to know the true extent of support for the promotions. 
 
Regarding the question of whether minority language literacy was to be permanent or 
just a transitional “crutch” to learning Han, readers were assured that it was not just a 
transitional phase. However, little attention was paid in the literature to the need for 
minority language speakers already competent in Han to learn the minority language 
script, except in the case of cadres who were going to work in monolingual minority 
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areas. The problem of a standard oral form, which particularly affected the Zhuang 
situation, was widely referred to. 
 
Of interest was the increasing intensity of the tone of criticism towards non-cooperative 
cadres used from the late 1980s onwards. I frequently had the impression of promoters 
of minority scripts being lone prophets in the wilderness fighting for their cause against 
an uncaring bureaucracy. Certainly in the case of Guangxi, this was largely the case. 
Just as linguistic policy is often deemed to be a “soft” policy, not to be taken too 
seriously (Heberer, 2001), so too it was not such a serious crime to criticise 
implementation of linguistic policy, as long as it did not question the leadership of the 
CCP, the unity of China and the spread of standard Mandarin and provided that it was 
not linked to controversial issues like human rights. 
 
Until I was in the closing phase of the thesis, there was a dearth of information on 
language shift and intergenerational transmission. Recently sources such as the 
aforementioned China Education Forum have started to treat such issues and just as I 
am putting the closing touches to the thesis an issue of the IJSL (No.173, 2005) edited 
by David Bradley has come to my notice treating the subject of language endangerment 
and language policy (in other words the ecology of minority languages and their speech 
communities. While these articles provide valuable insight into aspects such as the 
transmission processes of 5 non-Han languages, the emphasis is not so much on 
concrete measures to reverse or stem the pace of language-shift, as on describing the 
process of language shift. Sun Hongkai (2005), commenting on the disappearance of 
Anong, a Tibeto-Burman language of north-western Yunnan, laments: 
 
Today, China is implementing policies of reform, and opening up her doors to the outside world 
in the development of a socialist market economy. This is an age when communications are 
increasingly frequent and important, and where the public media, including radio and television 
broadcasts and the telephone, are highly developed. Language is a tool for human interaction, 
exchange of ideas, and communication of information. Many “weak” languages, which cannot 
adequately fulfil these functions and which have gradually lost their usage domains, are being 
replaced by “dominant” languages. This is an objective reality, which cannot be changed by 
mere subjective desires. Therefore, we need to implement good language policies and adopt 
definitive measures in order to decrease the speed with which languages are disappearing, even if 
we cannot completely reverse this process.  
 
After continuing that the linguistic resources of the national minorities are an important 
part of China’s national culture, and that “the disappearance of these languages will 
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mean the loss of hundreds and thousands of years of different cultural distinctions” he 
proposes as a solution “using every means available to record and preserve data from 
languages in imminent danger of extinction” such as recording oral literature and 
thoroughly describing them. At no point does he suggest a programme of language 
reversal. 
 
Juha Janhunen (2005)’s article on endangered Tungusic languages is novel in China for 
suggesting possible language revitalisation methods such as “language nests” for those 
such as Ewenke and Sibe Manchu which still have any chance of being revived. Xu’s 
article on Bisu speakers also touches on the possibility of revitalisation when he 
describes how heartened isolated Bisu speakers from Yunnan felt when they heard 
about Bisu communities in Thailand taking initiatives to create and spread literacy.  
 
When I first embarked on this research, I felt I was sailing alone in an unchartered 
ocean with no-one else interested in the ecology of Chinese minority speech 
communities and their attempts to spread literacy. Now as it draws to a close, I feel I am 
in a narrow straight surrounded by many other ships. 
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY   
 
3.1 INTRODUCTION 
This chapter sets out to briefly present the philosophical assumptions underlying this 
research, to introduce the research strategy and the way in which the data was selected 
and analysed. It will also define the limitations and scope of the research design and 
situate this study within existing research traditions.  
 
For the research, I conducted three short field trips between December 1993 and 
September 1995, each of 2 to 3 weeks, to Zhuang and Nuosu (=Yi)-speaking areas of 
south-western China, where I interviewed people involved in the promotion of the Zhuang 
and Nuosu languages and scripts, plus a further one week visit to Liangshan in August 
2005 to attend a conference, during which I reviewed the progress of the promotion of 
Nuosu. These were based on prior knowledge of the situation of minority languages in the 
area gained from living in Guangxi from 1980 till 1982 and a 3 month visit to Yunnan in 
1989. 
 
Subsequently, I analysed literature, almost exclusively Chinese, on the promotion which I 
had mainly collected on these visits, but also found on the Internet. My work was 
interrupted from late 1995 till 2000 due to work and personal reasons. Since renewing the 
research, I have benefited from the sudden exponential growth in literature (both on paper 
and on the Web) related to China’s national minorities and to their languages and 
educational problems. 
 
To arrive at my conclusions I have qualitatively and interpretively analysed the interviews 
conducted in China and literature available to me in the light of the vast body of literature 
on minority languages worldwide. My aim is to analyse the situation and predicament of 
the Zhuang and Nuosu speech communities in the light of the promotions of their scripts, 
in the (perhaps overoptimistic) hope that ways can subsequently be found to spare their 
speakers the trauma of language shift and culture and identity loss.  My personal 
ideological standpoint is near to the sentiment expressed in the Chinese constitution, 
namely that each ethnic group has the right to use and develop its own language and script 
and to create a script if it has none. I do not share the prevailing Chinese attitude that 
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measures to promote and preserve marginalised non-Han languages are not necessary if 
their speakers already have a good grasp of Han or if they are apparently willing to give up 
their languages in favour of Han. I believe that the use and development of minority 
language scripts and languages are important for healthy socio-economic development of 
both the minority and majority language communities involved and are essential in a 
tolerant democratic world. It is increasingly important and urgent for such speakers to be 
competent in the official state languages for their own political and socio-economic 
defence, but this can and should be done without destroying the minority language, culture 
and identity.   
 
 
3.2 THE PHILOSOPHICAL ASSUMPTIONS 
This research is essentially based on an interpretive (as opposed to a positivist or critical) 
approach and rests on the ontological belief that reality is socially constructed and on 
subjective epistemological assumptions according to which knowledge is experiential, 
personal, subjective and also socially constructed.  Obviously, being an individual with 
a given ideological stance (that of favouring linguistic diversity and the right of 
speakers of minority or politically weak languages to use, maintain and develop their 
languages and cultures alongside dominant and majority languages),  I feel under 
pressure at times to take a more critical approach.   
 
Lincoln and Guba (1985) deal with a major confusion about research which follows an 
interpretive approach and explain the centrality of the concern with “trustworthiness”.  
Beginning with a detailed critique of four criteria that emerged from positivist 
philosophies - internal validity, generalisability, reliability, and objectivity, they then 
turn their attention to criteria appropriate to interpretive research, and propose 
credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability. These are parallels to the 
positivist criteria and later authors argued that these still follow the agenda set by 
positivist approaches, a critique accepted by Lincoln (1995), who offered revised 
criteria in place of the earlier ones, namely authenticity, fittingness, auditability and 
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In interpretive research, credibility or authenticity is checked by going back to research 
sites and comparing researcher “constructions” of use of languages with those of 
speakers of the languages concerned.  One feature which is common to interpretivist 
and to positivist approaches is reliance on multiple sources of information. Then 
processes and steps taken in conducting research are described in a way that can make 
as transparent as possible the linkages between researcher decisions, evidence generated, 
and inferences drawn.  Another feature common to both kinds of approach is resistance 
to any temptation to look solely for confirmatory evidence of hypotheses.  Ambiguities 
and inconsistencies in sources are considered carefully to rule out spurious relations and 
check out rival explanations.  So although the central concern in interpretive research 
may not be “validity” as traditionally understood, developing an understanding of 
language situations and locating them in their social and historical context is to be 
judged in terms of “trustworthiness”. 
 
A source of potential confusion in understanding the linguistic situation in China are the 
different assumptions underlying some of the basic terms and concepts used in China 
and in the West. By way of illustration, the word “propaganda” usually has a negative 
connotation in the West, whereas it is often seen as a laudable awareness-raising activity 
in a Chinese context, as indeed it was during the Second Republic in Spain. Many of the 
concepts treated in this research are based on particular ideological or historical 
viewpoints. Some of these, along with other basic concepts requiring clarification, are 
discussed in 4.2.  
 
 
3.3 RESEARCH STRATEGIES.  
Strategies available for studying the use of languages are case studies, field studies, 
action research, surveys and laboratory experiments. The strategy chosen determines 
what kind of data and results can be obtained.  For this thesis the case study strategy has 
been chosen. Yin (1989: 23) offers the following definition of a case study: 
 
An empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its real-life 
context, when the boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clearly evident 
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The same author claims that “the case study allows an investigation to retain the 
holistic and meaningful characteristics of real-life events”. (Ibid: 14) 
  
This is in accordance with aim of my research project, which is to generate knowledge 
about behavioural and attitudinal factors influencing the outcome of the promotion of 
minority languages and scripts.  
 
Of the three types of case studies distinguished by Yin (1993, cited in Tellis, 1997), 
namely descriptive, exploratory and causal case studies, the last best fits the needs of 
this study, as the intention is to explain the causes of certain outcomes. Given the 
interpretivist rejection of the possibility of ahistorical, acultural laws, it may be 
surprising to declare an interest in “causality”.  However, it is consistent with 
interpretive presuppositions to reorient causality from general laws to specific cases, the 
intention being to tell specific “causal stories” about policies, their implementation and 
how speakers of languages experience and modify their behaviour as result of 
intergroup contact. The conceptualisation of causality is broadened beyond the 
variables-based, explanation-prediction, general law model. The issue is not whether 
enough variables have been included to allow generalisation, but one of the researcher’s 
responsibility, which is to provide sufficient contextual description and discussion so 
that others can assess how plausible it is to transfer findings from the cases described to 
other settings.  The intention is to convey an understanding of, and emphasis on, 
context—and of the ways in which context and causality are intertwined—that will 
enable others to build on the research findings which they find trustworthy.   
 
This research sets out to explain some of the factors responsible for different outcomes 
in different situations and thus necessarily entails a comparative or multiple case study 
strategy (as opposed to a single one). Although case studies are not always 
representative, may contain varied and complex data and are frequently open to varied 
interpretations and to the researcher’s bias, multiple case studies do help the researcher 
to make generalisations from particular sets of results.  
 
In this study, official policy towards, and use of, minority languages is looked at 
holistically to begin with. But then two minority languages are considered with 
institutional support for their use, use in writing, use in teaching and inter-generational 
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use, as “subunits”.  In the terminology of Yin (1994, cited in Tellis, 1997) case studies 
with subunits are “embedded” case studies. The use of embedded multiple case studies 
to analyse language planning situations is not new. Some examples are Ager (2001), 
Fishman (1991) and Kaplan and Baldauf (1997). Linguists and others involved in 
language planning, including those concerned with the maintenance of minority or 
“threatened” languages, are continually comparing language situations in different 
countries to try to see if they can draw useful lessons from other contexts.  
 
Thus, there is a generalised consensus that, so long as the different contexts are taken 
adequately into account, certain principles of language planning are transferable from 
one language situation to another. For example, in October 2004 I attended the 
Endangered Languages Conference in Barcelona where the main theme was to what 
extent planning should be top-down or bottom-up and participants continually drew 
parallels between different language situations in different parts of the world.  
 
The basic unit of analysis in this case study will be the overall situation of the 
promotion of the minority language, focusing on the specific measures taken and the 
response of the people involved directly or indirectly to the promotion.  
 
 
3.4 RESEARCH DESIGN 
This is defined by Yin (1989: 28) as:  
 
… an action plan for getting from here to there, where “here” may be defined as the 
initial set of questions to be answered, and “there” is some set of conclusions (answers) 
about these questions.  
 
3.4.1 SELECTION OF THE CASE STUDIES 
The selection of the first case, that of Zhuang in Guangxi, was done on grounds of 
convenience and special interest. I had lived in Guangxi (1980-82) and taken a great 
interest in the preparations for re-launching the promotion of the Zhuang script and for 
promoting other newly-created romanised scripts such as Mien (Yao) and Kam (Dong). 
Moreover, I had important contacts at my former workplace, Guangxi Nationalities 
Institute, who were able to arrange suitable visits and meetings with key people 
involved in the promotion of Zhuang.  
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The choice of the second case study was based on the judgement that it would be a 
“critical case” for checking the hypotheses described in Chapter 1, especially in cross-
case comparison of institutional support for its use, its use in writing, use in teaching 
and inter-generational use with the situation of Zhuang. On discovering that the 
promotion of Zhuang had effectively come to an end (only being maintained 
symbolically in the form of a few “experimental” bilingual classes and publications etc.), 
I was eager to analyse a context in south-western China where the promotion of a 
minority language script and standardised language had been more successful, both to 
satisfy my personal curiosity as to whether the basic policy could lead to the successful 
promotion  of a non-Han standardised language and script and also to serve as a contrast 
to the Zhuang situation. It was suggested to me by various people in Guangxi involved 
with the promotion of Zhuang that I examine the promotion of Liangshan Yi or Nuosu 
in southern Sichuan. I was able to make contact with the prefectural Nationalities 
Language and Scripts Committee in Xichang via a contact in the Department of Foreign 
Affairs of the Sichuanese Provincial Government and via the former was able to visit 
the Nationalities Language and Scripts Committee of the County of Zhaojue.  
 
In order to have a point of reference with other minority languages and scripts being 
promoted in China, concrete examples of the promotion of different categories of 
minority languages in China in general were examined. This was done in the hope of 
gaining at least a superficial insight into whether the cause and effect relations detected 
in the Zhuang and Nuosu situations might possibly be applicable to further situations. 
 
In spite of many different circumstances, the two situations chosen do have a number of 
points in common. In both cases the promotions took place in autonomous areas where 
the language communities in question had nominal autonomy, namely the Guangxi 
Zhuang Autonomous Region (equivalent in importance and size to a province) and the 
Liangshan Yi Autonomous Prefecture (a sub-division of Sichuan Province). Both 
language communities have large rural areas where few people are fully competent in 
Han and in which there are administrative centres with Han and /or hanised cadres and 
other residents which serve as foci of hanisation. They also have adjacent strongly Han 
agricultural and urban areas. Both areas promoted the scripts intensely at the end of the 
Maoist period and both have produced a body of literature documenting the promotions 
and of cadres (teaching and administrative staff) involved in the promotion work. 
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3.4.2 TIME FRAME 
The time frame covered by the study is essentially from 1950 until the mid-1990s, the 
period from the end of the Maoist era until the mid 1990s being the most central. 
Wherever possible, developments during the last 10 years (1995-2005) have also been 
taken into account, in order to give a picture, not only under the first 30 years of 
centrally planned communist rule (two thirds of which was dominated by radical Maoist 
Han-centric policies, but also of how post-Maoist economic reforms have affected the 
situation of the promotion of the Zhuang and Nuosu scripts. 
  
 
3.4.3 METHODOLOGICAL APPROACH 
A case study can involve the use of both quantitative and qualitative methods.  
Conclusions from this study are based on qualitative methods.  A language attitude 
questionnaire was tried out on speakers of Nuosu (in 1995 in Zhaojue –see 3.4.6.2), but 
there was no opportunity to use the same questionnaire with speakers of Zhuang.   
 
 
3.4.4 SOURCES OF DATA 
Data for this study was collected through both primary and secondary sources.  
3.4.4.1 SECONDARY SOURCES OF DATA 
These included articles and reports, chiefly –but not exclusively- written by 
administrators, linguists and educationalists involved in the promotion of minority 
languages. Some were published in academic journals or books and others in “internal” 
journals and memos. The latter were provided to me by members of official organisms 
involved in the promotion and on the whole were not politically sensitive. I am sure 
anything of that nature would have been kept from me. Letting a foreigner find out 
about the highs and lows of minority linguistic policy (even where this involved being 
faced with assimilationist opinions or trends) did not seem to be viewed as a problem by 
the authorities at any level. For example the police in Liangshan was worried in 1995 
that I might report on the problems of heroin addiction and AIDS rampant in Zhaojue 
County and were relieved when they were reassured that I only wanted to study the 
linguistic policy. Particularly since 2003, many articles on language policy and planning 
have appeared on Chinese websites in the internet, confirming that it is not considered a 
particularly sensitive issue. 
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Articles tend to comment on what has already been achieved, the problems that have 
been encountered and to put forward recommendations for successfully carrying out the 
tasks ahead. It is in the latter section where most of the criticisms (veiled or direct) are 
made of cadres, teachers and members of the public who are either not cooperating with 
the promotion or not carrying it out as the authors would wish. Many of these authors 
have a very strong bias in favour of the official philosophy of the promotion with a 
tendency to emphasise both the right of minority nationalities to use and develop their 
own languages and scripts and the necessity of all minority language speakers to learn 
Putonghua and the Han script. Very often the opinion of the opponents and sceptics of 
the promotion can be inferred from their criticisms and urging. I was unable to find 
published literature from the second pluralistic phase (see Chapter 4) which openly 
opposed the promotion, something which Kaup (2000) has also commented upon.  
 
Different authors do however stress different aspects which often give a clue as to 
where they are placed on an ideological “plurilingual - Han-only” scale. For example 
some authors go out of their way to carefully stress that all nationalities have the right 
(some even implying that it is their duty) to fully use and develop their languages and 
scripts in different domains, while others remain strangely silent on this aspect or lay far 
more emphasis on the necessity of mastering Han if minority speakers want to look 
further than the neighbouring village. Some authors give mixed messages making it 
hard to know which aspects they really value and which they may be repeating out of 
political correctness. Many such articles paraphrase, or even directly repeat, the content 
of official documents (another source of secondary data) issued by official organisms as 
policy guidelines or to outline language work legislation. Official documents tend to 
concentrate on idealised goals to be achieved.  
 
As mentioned in Chapter 2, when I initially began work on this research very little had 
been written by western authors on the promotion of Chinese minority language scripts. 
Since the late 1990s, and especially since 2000, there has been a large increase in 
publications, both by westerners and Chinese studying (or who have received training) 
at western institutions, which treat in some way the promotion of minority languages, 
although this subject is often not the main focus of many such studies, which may be 
more concerned with issues such as ethnic identity or school attendance. These authors 
tend to be much more direct when describing sensitive areas or in expressing criticism 
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than the “home-grown” Chinese authors, who use a certain amount of hedging and 
political slogans to protect themselves from potential political critics.  
 
Another source which has appeared in the last few years are internet chat forums where 
participants expressed opinions about the promotion of the Zhuang script. These are 
sometimes specific forums connected with particular ethnic groups or were found 
through search machines using key words likely to elicit a response such as “推广壮文” 
(“promotion of the Zhuang script”) and “彝文 + 扫盲” (“Zhuang script + literacy 
campaign”). This is an aspect which I would have exploited more if it had been more 
widespread earlier in the research period. 
 
3.4.4.2 PRIMARY SOURCES OF DATA 
These consisted of interviews conducted mainly with people involved in the promotion 
of Zhuang and Nuosu, as well as with those involved in the promotion of other minority 
languages such as Qiang, Mien (Yao) and Naxi. The interviews were not recorded, 
something I latter regretted (as this would have greatly increased reliability), but were 
recorded using notes, typically in the form of mind-maps (Buzan, 1991). Most 
interviewees were found for me by the organisations which I was working with, namely 
the Language and Scripts Committees of Liangshan and Zhaojue, Guangxi Nationalities 
Institute and Debao County Government. Although the choice of interviewees was 
biased in that they were mostly supportive to the idea of the promotion (they would 
hardly be likely to seek out opponents of the promotion), it was still possible to see 
where disagreements, doubts, problems and setbacks had occurred. The aforementioned 
organisations were not trying to present a completely rosy picture of the situation and 
on the whole chose a range of interviewees whom I considered suitable and covering 
policy makers, policy implementers and “consumers” of the promotion.  
 
Although interviewees were obviously biased (just as were the secondary sources of 
data) and typically carefully edited what they said, I do feel that they felt freer to 
express their true feelings than in a formal article, as well as often betraying attitudes 
through their gestures and expressions. Also it was possible to interview people who 
would never have thought of writing an article about their views, such as Nuosu bimo 
(shamans), peasants who had learnt the scripts, editors or reporters of minority language 
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publications and members of staff of schools (not necessarily always in favour of the 
promotion).  For example a Han English teacher in Zhaojue expressed freely that he 
thought the promotion of Nuosu was not working and was pointless, something he 
would never have published anywhere.   
 
This was even more the case with people I interviewed by chance, such as Han owners 
of restaurants in Zhaojue County town who quite openly expressed their disdain and 
dislike for the Nuosu language and way of life. Of course the latter were not conducted 
in the form of interviews but were rather spontaneous conversations, in which people 
are less inhibited to express their opinions. The analysis and understanding of attitudes 
and opinions expressed in the interviews was complemented by personal observation 
during my field trips and from my previous residence in Guangxi Nationalities Institute 
and visits to Yunnan, where I had had numerous conversations with minority language 
speakers and Han about the promotion and long term vitality of minority languages and 
scripts.   
 
A further source of primary data is a language attitude survey carried out among various 
students, cadres and peasants attending literacy classes in Zhaojue County in Liangshan 
in summer 1995. The percentages of respondents agreeing or disagreeing with attitude 
statements were of interest (see 3.4.6.2).  These are discussed when considering the use 
of Nuosu in bilingual education (see 6.2.5.4). The subjects for this survey were selected 
by the Minority Language and Script Committee of Zhaojue in coordination with 
schools, an adult literacy class and local cadres.  
  
A primary data source which I hope to exploit in future research but have not used in 
this research due to lack of early awareness of this possibility, is that of participating in 
internet forums to solicit a variety of reactions. Of course it is difficult to know who the 
respondents are (or even if the same person is answering more than once under various 
guises, but as an extra source of data to be qualitatively analysed it could be a useful 
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3.4.5 DATA ANALYSIS  
This research sets out to generate insights into the factors which have caused different 
results in the promotion of Zhuang in Guangxi and of Nuosu in Liangshan. While it is 
hoped that the conclusions will help to predict results of similar promotions in other 
language communities, it must be bourn in mind that some of the cause-effect relations 
analysed here might have only local rather than universal applicability and some of the 
cause-effect relations of other situations may be determined by different contexts and 
circumstances.  
 
The first step in data analysis was to examine data in each sub-unit of each case study to 
identify issues relevant to the questions (the aims of the thesis) raised in Chapter 1. In a 
much more superficial way data for the promotion of minority languages as a whole in 
China was examined with the main trends for different categories of languages (with 
concrete examples) particular attention being paid to those with well established 
traditions of literacy such as Tibetan, Uyghur and Korean. The following step is to 
conduct cross-case analysis in order to identify patterns and to what extent findings 
differ. 
 
As regards the quality of this research, that will be judged by how convincing the causal 
relationships are between the data and the conclusions reached concerning the questions 
asked (internal validity), the extent to which the findings can be generalised to similar 
contexts (external validity) and whether someone else examining the same two 
linguistic communities would come to the same conclusions (reliability). Although this 
basic procedure was developed (Yin, 1989) with positivist assumptions in mind, I see 
no reason why it cannot be adapted as a kind of check list in interpretive research, 
providing that the constructed realities of those who contributed to the data (the 
interviewees and authors of articles) are taken into account and sufficient data relating 
to the cause and effect relationships. 
 
 
3.4.6 DATA COLLECTION 
3.4.6.1 COLLECTION OF DATA FROM SECONDARY SOURCES 
Over two main periods prior to 1996 and after 2002, there was intensive consultation of 
secondary sources. Some of the reading was extensive in which I selected and 
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summarised relevant points after reading or skimming through articles looking for 
points which I could relate to the research. Like minority language policy in China, my 
secondary data collection took a zigzag route, largely occasioned by the many 
interruptions.  However, as the research progressed I became more selective in my 
reading and applied more efficient skimming and summary techniques, thus eliminating 
unnecessary reading of irrelevant information. I found a particularly helpful technique 
was the use of mind-maps, which saved wordy note-taking.   
 
3.4.6.2 COLLECTION OF DATA FROM PRIMARY SOURCES 
Interviews 
As previously mentioned, I took notes from the interviews (usually in the form of mind-
maps) and in a mixture of Chinese (both pinyin and characters according to speed) and 
European languages. Many of the interviews were in Mandarin, which of course meant 
that I had a rather biased sample. However, a number were conducted via an interpreter, 
such as the head of the Zhaojue Minority Languages and Scripts Committee, 
Hainailama. The atmosphere was without exception cordial and usually relaxed. In most 
cases the subjects appeared to enjoy being questioned as “expert informants”.  
 
Language Attitude Questionnaire 
The questionnaire was inspired by an assignment for a doctoral course that I carried out 
at Valencia University with José R. Gómez Molina. It was elaborated after my visit to 
Guangxi and so was only carried out in Liangshan. This is a great pity as it would have 
been of great value to be able to directly compare the results from the two situations. 
The questions were elaborated and continually revised in the six months prior to my 
second visit to Liangshan and translated into Chinese. The Chinese version was checked 
and corrected by a Chinese student living in Valencia. On arrival in Zhaojue the 
questionnaire was discussed with members of the county Minority Languages and 
Scripts Committee and very slightly modified, mostly due to their pointing out probable 
reactions to the wording which I had not anticipated. The questions were then translated 
into Nuosu and photocopies of both the Nuosu and Han versions made. 
 
The survey took place in a Nuosu medium secondary school, a Han medium secondary 
school with Han and Nuosu students, at a cadre school with Han and Nuosu cadres, at a 
meeting of rural Nuosu cadres and at a rural adult literacy class. Over 300 subjects took 
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part, although not all subjects answered all questions. Thus the total number of 
respondents varied for each question. All respondents were given the choice of 
answering in Nuosu or Han. Several of the questions turned out to be inappropriate. For 
example, respondents were asked to agree or disagree with the statement “If a [Nuosu-
speaking] Nuosu marries a person [i.e. not necessarily a Nuosu] who can speak Nuosu, 
they should only teach their children Han.”  In rural Liangshan marriages between 
Nuosu and non-Nuosu (and even between different Nuosu castes) are virtually 
impossible.  
 
Of the items that were found to be appropriate, attitudes expressed to ten items 
concerning bilingual education are discussed in 6.3.5.4.  The level of agreement and 
disagreement with such attitude statements corroborated interpretations of interview 
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CHAPTER 4: THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK AND 
BASIC CONCEPTS 
This chapter examines some of the theoretical frameworks relevant to the issues in the 
thesis, before going on to explore basic concepts essential to the understanding of the 
issues in the research context, especially those which could lead to potential confusion. 
 
4. 1 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
This thesis necessarily cuts across different disciplines (between which there is 
considerable overlap) and the official promotion of the Zhuang and Nuosu scripts is 
looked at partly from a language planning perspective, partly from a literacy 
perspective partly from a bilingual education point of view and also as an endangered 
minority language in which ethnolinguistic vitality is a vital consideration. Below I 
discuss some of the chief theoretical issues underpinning this thesis. 
 
4.1.1 THE LANGUAGE-PLANNING PERSPECTIVE 
4.1.1.1 LANGUAGE PLANNING SEEN WITHIN A COMPLEX ECOSYSTEM 
This research is inspired by, and draws heavily upon, the theoretical approach outlined 
in Cooper (1991), which was refined and expanded by Kaplan and Baldauf (1997). This 
is a holistic, flexible approach which takes into account the factors relevant and 
important to my research. It sees language not as an isolated object, but rather as a tool 
of real living communities with political, socio-economic and cultural aspirations which 
forms part of a complex eco-system. Thus language-planning measures will not only 
effect the particular language, domains and speakers etc. at which they are aimed, but 
potentially all those in the eco-system. This approach is useful in that it looks at 
planning from a number of levels and perspectives. Its starting point is to use Cooper’s 
accounting scheme to pose the question “Who does what to whom for what purposes, 
under what conditions, by what means with what outcome?”  
 
In addition it takes into account many important aspects such as the behaviour of the 
different groups involved in reaction to the language planning measures or how they 
affect what measures are actually taken. For example, it predicts manipulation of 
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language planning policy by elites in order to maintain their power, which is relevant to 
this situation.  
  
Cooper (1989) proposes an accounting scheme for languages, which I have used as a 
check-list in this research. In the overview of linguistic policy in China as a whole in 
Chapter 5a, I have followed his scheme through systematically., whereas in the 
introductions to the Zhuang and Nuosu situations (Chapters 5b and 5c) the events are 
arranged chronologically and in Chapters 6 and 7 the analysis is arranged thematically 
according to the research questions and hypotheses that this thesis sets on to answer/test.  
  
Of special interest to me is also the linguistic eco-system proposed by Kaplan and 
Baldauf (1997) and which in figures 4.1-4.3 below I apply to the Chinese situation. 
However, the influence of this model goes way beyond my crude over-generalised 
diagrams and the idea permeates the research that there are a series of inter-related 
elements in the system and changing one of them can have a knock on effect on the 
others. 
 
China can be envisaged as one big macro-eco-system increasingly dominated by 
standard Mandarin, but where non-standard forms of Mandarin, and some non-
Mandarin “dialects” (themselves under fire from Mandarin) are also very strong. In a 
few corners of the country there are strong pockets of Uyghur, Tibetan, Korean, 
Mongolian and Kazakh with long-standing “confident” cultural and literary traditions 
of being completely distinct form the Han. Fragmented over the western and northern 
border areas is a mosaic of infinite smaller fragmented languages, some of which (e.g. 
Nuosu and Sipsong Panna Tai,) have literary and literacy traditions and most of which 
have either very limited or no tradition of literacy.  
 
I have represented these along the lines of Kaplan and Baldauf (1997: 311 pp)’s eco-
system model (see figure 4.1), where different circles represent different languages. 
Circles within circles represent varieties of those languages. This is a gross 
oversimplification of the situation and is certainly not drawn to scale in proportion 
either to their importance or population. If this were the case, the circles for Mandarin 
and some of the other Han varieties would be far larger and one would hardly see those 
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for many of the minority languages. Neither does it show how languages interact 
between one another – it merely places them within the same linguistic eco-system.  
 
Kaplan and Baldauf stress that no eco-system is isolated from other ecosystems. Thus 
the macro-eco-system for China is influenced by those of neighbouring countries and 
international trade, tourism and foreign relations. Thus the eco-system of Mongolia 
exerts an influence on that of China (on the Mongolian speaking areas), those of the 
Central Asian republics on Xinjiang, that of Thailand on the Tai-speaking areas of 
Yunnan, etc. Eco-systems of foreign countries exert an influence via foreign trade in 
the form of English and to a lesser extent Japanese, German, Russian, French, Spanish, 
Vietnamese, etc. 
 
Trying to represent a linguistic eco-system for the whole of China is an over-ambitious, 
simplification. Therefore I have adapted their model to the sub-eco-system for 
Liangshan from the point of view of the influences on the Nuosu-speaking community 
and promotion of Nuosu / Han (figure 4.2) and to that of Guangxi, from the perspective 
of the influences on the Nuosu-speaking community and promotion of Nuosu / Han 
(figure 4.3). Even at these levels, these representations are gross over-simplifications, 
but do, I feel, provide useful insights into the processes and participants involved in the 
promotion of non-Han minority languages and scripts. Although it is the promotion of 
these latter which is the focus of this research, the overt and covert promotion of 
Mandarin Han –which often is promoted at the cost of , rather than complementary to 
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4.1.1.2   MAIN ISSUES IN LANGUAGE PLANNING IN CHINA 
Language planning can consist of many kinds of different measures to achieve a variety 
of different aims associated with language use. In its widest sense the term is often used 
to encompass “everything from government macro-level national planning to group or 
individual micro-level planning” (Kaplan and Baldauf, 1997, 27). “In its simplest sense, 
language planning is an attempt by someone to modify the linguistic behaviour of some 
community for some reason” (ibid, 3-4). Others such as Jernudd (1993, quoted in 
Kaplan and Baldauf, ibid) see it as being restricted to top-down measures taken by 
those in power and prefer to use the term “language management“ for bottom-up grass-
roots initiatives aimed at influencing language use.  
 
Kaplan and Baldauf prefer the wider definition as can be seen from the following 
quotation: 
 
…language planning involves deliberate, although not always overt, future oriented 
change in systems of language code and/or speaking in a societal context (Rubin & 
Jernudd, 1971b). The language planning that one hears most about is that undertaken 
by government and it is intended to solve complex social problems, but there is a great 
deal of language planning that occurs in other societal contexts at more modest levels 
for other purposes. (ibid, 3) 
 
This research analyses the overt top-down planning measures taken by the Chinese 
authorities to encourage the use of minority languages and scripts and the way in which 
cadres and the public react to them (the bottom-up reaction) and mentions bottom-up 
initiatives taken by Zhuang and Nuosu speakers, while also discussing covert measures 
taken by influential participants, which affect the success of the overt ones as well as 
overt policies to promote Mandarin in so far as they conflict with the promotion of 
minority languages.  
 
China in the mid-20th Century had many aspects of linguistic behaviour which its rulers, 
first the Guomindang –who were unable to, as they were on a continual war footing- 
and later the Communists, wished to modify. The vast majority of the population was 
illiterate and “dialectal” differences between different varieties of Han made 
communication between different parts of China difficult. Planning has largely (but not 
consistently throughout the communist period) concentrated on spreading basic literacy, 
universalising basic education and spreading standardised Mandarin.  Large numbers of 
people of non-Han nationalities could not speak Han and had totally different cultures, 
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religious beliefs and social and value systems, which the largely Han cadres did not 
understand. In order to integrate them into the Chinese motherland the language 
barriers needed to be bridged, preferably without alienating the minorities, many of 
whom were not very convinced by the new project of a united communist China. 
 
Language planning involving the reform and standardisation of Han 
Most literature on language policy and planning in China describes attempts to reform 
and standardise the Han language and script, create a romanised phonetic script for it 
and to establish and promote Putonghua, the Peking-based variant of northern 
Mandarin, among speakers of other Han varieties. The question of whether to reform 
the Han script (and to what extent), whether to convert it into a phonetic syllabary 
(along the lines of Nuosu) with one character for each possible syllable in each tonal 
variation, or whether to replace it entirely with a romanisation or other phonetic script 
has in itself generated a lot of emotions and debate.  
 
The first step, which established a modern standardised language based on the 
colloquial speech of northern Mandarin to replace the outdated classical language, laid 
the foundation for the spread of universal literacy among a population not familiar with 
classical Han Chinese. 
 
Many linguists (e.g. Riedlinger 1989, Belde 1982 and Hannas 1996) have argued 
forcefully that the complex system of Han Chinese characters places an unnecessary 
burden on speakers of Han Chinese. Common sense and the experience of many people 
–myself included- tell us that it is not the same learning several thousand complex 
ideographic symbols as it learning 26 or so phonetic symbols. A large proportion of 
early schooling in China is taken up just with acquiring basic literacy. Despite strong 
arguments for replacing Han characters with a phonetic script, thus greatly facilitating 
the acquisition of universal literacy –especially in rural areas- and releasing more time 
for pupils to concentrate on learning the content of other subject areas rather than the 
basic building blocks of language, this debate for the foreseeable future a closed 
chapter. Having simplified standardised an important number of characters and 
successfully propagated these throughout the population, no more simplifications will 
be carried out. The pinyin romanisation is fine as an aid to learning the standard 
language and the pronunciation of characters, but is not meant as a replacement for 
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characters. I must here declare that I am in favour of replacing Han characters with a 
phonetic script and feel that the Communist Party missed a great opportunity in the 
1950s and 1960s when they still had the means to mobilise the masses and impose such 
a reform.  
 
One important reason for conserving the script was not to break with China’s cultural 
past. I find this a weak argument as important works could be translated into pinyin 
(nowadays there are special computer programmes which do this) and in any case 
pupils who wished, could be taught characters just as many western students learn Latin 
and Greek. In any case most modern Chinese have great difficulties in reading classical 
texts written before the 20th Century as the characters are used with a very different 
syntax and meaning from modern characters.  
 
Another reason for not changing to pinyin was the fact that speakers of non-Mandarin 
Han “dialects” who now read off characters with the pronunciation of their “dialect” 
would be forced to read and write a variety which is totally alien to many of them. 
Proposals for the creation of creating a series of “dialect”-based standard phonetic 
scripts along the lines advocated by the CCP shortly before coming to power (and 
earlier put into practice by some missionaries for evangelising purposes) were rejected 
by the CCP after assuming power (Chen Ping 1999: 121) on the grounds that they 
would undermine the unity of the Han language and hence nationality. In the absence of 
dialect-based phonetic scripts, the sole promotion of a standard Mandarin phonetic 
script would have denied the possibility to speakers of southern and central Han 
languages not competent in Mandarin to use (or rather “adapt”) the Han script for their 
dialects. This could conceivably have led to them feeling alienated from the standard 
Mandarin Han script and the project of a unified Han language and nationality. 
Although a sole standardised Mandarin pinyin would have provided the perfect 
opportunity for imposing Putonghua on speakers of other Han varieties, the logistical 
difficulties of doing so in the early years of the Communist period, when a very large 
proportion of the Han population in Central and Southern Han dialect areas spoke no 
Mandarin, was considered too overpowering. 
 
There has been a certain diglossic flowering of the writing of the more prestigious non-
Mandarin Han variants, especially of Cantonese (mainly in Hong Kong) and Southern 
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Min (chiefly in Taiwan), in recent years, even though generally restricted to informal 
domains. The idea of promoting a Peking-based standard Mandarin (Putonghua) is 
widely accepted, even though many speakers of other “dialects” find it bothersome that 
their “dialect” is undervalued. The spreading of Putonghua has been very successful 
and it is now possible to be understood by a big proportion of the population all over 
China. Now, more than at any other time before, it would thus be feasible to consider 
promoting standard Mandarin pinyin as the sole script. However, given that most of the 
population now has at least a minimal grasp of characters, it is probably the most 
difficult moment in history to gain support for abolishing characters. Near universal 
literacy seems to have strengthened even humble peasants respect for characters and 
among many non-Han peoples characters have become a symbol of Han superiority and 
advancement.  
 
Mandarin is widely perceived to be in direct competition with the promotion of 
minority nationality (i.e. non-Han) languages and scripts (and the creation and reform 
of these), even if its promotion is often argued to be complementary to the latter.  
 
Language planning involving the reform, standardisation and promotion of non-
Han languages and scripts 
Literacy is seen as the key to a nationality’s development and in the Chinese context is 
associated with being “cultured” and “advanced”. Language planning among non-Han 
languages has mainly manifested itself in the creation (and / or reform of written 
scripts), and the promotion of literacy either via adult literacy campaigns or state 
schools, which either teach the scripts as a subject or use them as a teaching medium. In 
some, but not all, domains, public –and even commercial- use of these scripts has been 
promoted. Planning involving encouraging oral use is somewhat thinner on the ground, 
as is status planning and encouraging the formation of elites bilingual in Han and 
minority languages. I think this is mainly due to the existence of elites of Han or 
hanised minority nationality cadres in many minority areas (especially in south-western 
areas) who are scared of losing their privileges, which rest, in part at least, on their 
dominance of the Han language and script. Thus as with autonomy laws (Heberer 2001), 
language laws and directives are “soft” laws that many reticent cadres and members of 
the public feel they can (and very often do) simply ignore. 
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While the Chinese constitution guarantees the freedom to use and develop non-Han 
languages, the implementation of the promotion (or not) of non-Han languages is 
usually devolved to lower levels (e.g. autonomous regions, provinces, counties) 
meaning that there is considerable local variation in the promotion (or lack thereof) in 
different areas. That local cadres and elites often make the decisions regarding the 
degree to which non-Han languages are promoted and used does not necessarily benefit 
these languages. As mentioned in the foregoing paragraph, many of the local elites in 
areas where there are excellent sociolinguistic and educational arguments for a full-
blown promotion will oppose this. The problem is that if the decisions were taken by 
higher, much more Han-dominated levels of government who do not understand the 
problems of non-Han speaking areas this may not help things either. With 
administrative elites (often, in south-western China at least) dominated by Han or 
hanised non-Han, very often the real intended beneficiaries of the policy, the “broad 
masses” of minority language speakers, and minority cadres at grass-root level, are not 
given much say in determining which policy is implemented and are not adequately 
informed of the full implications of the language planning options open to them. 
  
All minority languages being officially promoted use phonetic systems (alphabets and 
syllabaries) which are much easier and quicker to learn than the Han ideographic script. 
There are systems just as complex in popular, but not official, use, (e.g. the traditional 
Yi script with over 8,000 characters) and ones even more complex, such as the Zhuang 
fangkuaizi, an adaptation of Han characters along the lines of the former Vietnamese 
chu nom script. In many parts of China, especially in the south-western provinces such 
as Guangxi, Guizhou and Yunnan, there is a generalized feeling that phonetic scripts 
are inferior to Han characters. In the past culture, education and therefore progress was, 
in many areas, directly linked to the acquisition of Han characters and people today 
know that they or their children will still have to acquire them, whether or not they 
become literate in their nationality’s language. Therefore many non-Han language 
speakers see the learning of a relatively simple non-Han phonetic script as being the 
burden rather than the laborious memorizing of several thousand Han characters.  
 
As pointed out elsewhere, the main targets of the promotion are not Han or even 
members of the nationality in question who are fluent in Han, but minority language 
speakers with no, or only a poor, knowledge of Han. This contrasts with Catalonia, 
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where all residents (whether their roots are in Girona, Cordoba, Wenzhou or Senegal) 
are targets of the policy to promote Catalan. In fact, if the same policy were applied to 
Catalonia as in south-western China, there would be no top-down promotion of Catalan, 
as all Catalans, virtually without exception, are fluent in Castilian Spanish and could 
function with only Spanish literacy (as indeed many Catalan speakers do, especially in 
Valencia and eastern Aragon). Some Han do indeed choose to learn minority languages 
and scripts and others do so naturally. In some areas and periods it has also been 
required of some Han cadres, especially in rural areas, that they learn the local 
languages, just as it is not totally unknown for children of hanised minority nationalities 
to relearn their “native” languages. 
 
What is clear is that it is no good just promoting a language through acquisition 
planning, even when the corpus planning has been well-prepared, if its speakers (or 
potential speakers) see this as a waste of time and energy, which brings no economic, 
professional or educational advantages. Status planning is very much the weak link in 
language planning involving non-Han languages. I sincerely believe that without a few 
well placed “carrots” (e.g. prizes for literacy and fluency in the language such as better 
jobs) and perhaps even “sticks” (e.g. the impossibility of finding work as a cadre in 
areas where the language is spoken) the policy is doomed to failure. 
 
Covert and Overt Language Planning Measures 
Language planning measures can be either overt or covert. In order to understand 
events in language planning in Communist China it is important to be aware of the 
latter as well as the declared explicit official aims. As Dwyer (2005: 6) puts it: 
 
Every country has language policies, be they overt, covert, or both. Overt policies are 
disseminated through legal documents, legislation, and official administrative bodies. 
Covert policies, which may promote or undermine languages, are unwritten and often 
not even discussed. They reflect policymakers’ assumptions about the nature and 
comparative worth of ethnolinguistic groups and their speakers, and mesh so 
seamlessly with elite and popular ideologies that their existence is presumed a given.  
 
Being customary and “traditional,” covert policies are implicit and must be inferred 
from praxis: from the implementation of overt policies, from media statements, and 
from popular language attitudes. Covert policies differ from mere opinions or attitudes 
in that they are systematically implemented in one or more domains (e.g. education and 
the media) over a period of time. The United States is an example of a nation without 
an overt policy specifically for language; China has both overt and covert policies. 
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While at a localised level covert support on behalf of minority languages has certainly 
occurred on isolated occasions, covert policies have been behaviour or assumptions, 
direct or indirect, which have favoured Han at the expense of the non-Han languages. 
In 6.3 I examine how covert, implicit policies have limited the effective application of 
the minority linguistic policy not only in Guangxi, but also in Liangshan. 
 
 
4.1.2   THE LITERACY PERSPECTIVE 
The promotion of the Zhuang and Nuosu scripts chiefly involves making previously 
illiterate speakers of these languages (who were previously either totally illiterate or 
maybe had some degree of literacy in Han characters,) literate in the standardised form 
of their mother tongue. The promotion is carried out because it is assumed that mother 
tongue literacy will enable poor rural Zhuang or Nuosu speakers to improve their lives.  
The perceived relative usefulness of target minority-language and Han literacies to 
Zhuang and Nuosu speakers is central to understanding the different results of both 
promotions, as well as the limitations of the more successful promotion of Nuosu. The 
debate on the nature and implications of literacy is complex and controversial. The 
potential uses of the written word in peoples’ lives are many and varied. It enables them 
to record things (rather than commit them to memory), to communicate with others 
who are not present at the same time, to receive knowledge from a wide variety of 
sources such as signs, labels, newspapers, manuals, textbooks, encyclopaedias, 
governments, religious and political groups, to read for pleasure, to have access to 
literary heritages, to follow academic courses and to sit written examinations and thus 
obtain qualifications.  
 
What do we actually mean by literacy? Different people mean different things, from 
reading one’s name and simple words to writing complex prose. At the simplest level it 
is often understood as having mastered the set of basic symbols. Of course such 
mastery could be active or passive and it would be necessary to specify to what degree 
different aspects such as spelling conventions have been mastered. This is somewhat 
easier to achieve in the case of alphabetic and syllabic scripts than in the case of Han 
characters. Often people who have attended schools or literacy classes for a certain 
period of time are assumed to be literate, but this is not a reliable guide to acquisition of 
literacy as many people undergoing literacy education fail to become wholly – or even 
 49
Chapter 4: Theoretical Framework and Basic Concepts 
partially – literate and many others subsequently forget all or some of what they have 
learnt (often described as “relapsing” into illiteracy or semi-literacy). Baker (2001: 322) 
quotes from Huddleson (1994: 130) whereby reading (and by implication writing) are 
language processes in which individuals construct meaning through transactions with 
written texts (constructed with symbols which represent language). In such transactions 
ideological aspects such as the individuals’ past experiences, language backgrounds, 
cultural frameworks and purposes in reading or writing are involved. 
 
Literacy is popularly seen as a way of empowering – or at least helping to empower – 
disadvantaged illiterate people.  A major argument in favour of both universal primary 
(and secondary) education and literacy education for adults is that it will provide access 
to modern scientific knowledge and technology, thus increasing a person’s 
employability and enabling them to find better and more rewarding jobs. It is argued 
that literate people will have a better understanding of their situation and be in a better 
position to better themselves and fight for their rights. Functional definitions of literacy 
which include empowerment as a built-in element are common among many promoters 
of literacy campaigns such as UNESCO, such as the following (quoted by the website 
Literacy.org, jointly sponsored by the International Literacy Institute and the National 
Center on Adult Literacy at the University of Pennsylvania Graduate School of 
Education, 200?):  
 
A person is functionally literate if s/he can engage in all those activities in which literacy 
is required for effective functioning of his/her group and community and also for 
enabling him/her to continue to use reading, writing, and calculation for his own and the 
community's development. (http://www.literacyonline.org/explorer/defliteracy.html) 
 
It would be naïve, however, to imagine that literacy necessarily entails empowerment 
and it is clear from countless examples that many literacy campaigns set out not to 
empower, but rather control and manipulate, hitherto illiterate people. An example is 
the spreading of literacy for evangelical purposes by many missionary groups 
throughout the world and the religious schools in the eighteenth and nineteenth century 
Scottish Highlands, which set out to both evangelise and anglicise the Gaelic-speaking 
population (see Whithers 1984). 
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Chapter 4: Theoretical Framework and Basic Concepts 
and spatial limits. Recording things by way of a script, exchanges can be initiated 
anywhere in the world; The use of writing allows one to leap across many millions of 
years, enabling past, present and future generations to be in contact, as well as 
extending the functions of language. 
 
In the same vein I would also like to quote from a lesson witnessed by Hansen (1999b: 
135) in an ethnically-mixed class in Sipsong Panna, illustrating the importance of script 
in the Chinese Marxist scheme of social development and its subtle use to imply that 
the Han –having the oldest, most complete script- are superior to other nationalities 
such as the Tai with less widespread scripts, who are in turn superior to nationalities 
such as the Jinuo who have no script: 
 
TEACHER: What is the characteristic of a “primitive society”? 
CLASS (in unison): It has no script. 
TEACHER: Right. Therefore mankind in primitive society had not yet entered the era 
of civilization. At the time of slave society, mankind entered the era of civilization. 
Before the time of slave society, people had no culture [wenhua], no science [kexue]. 
The most important characteristic of the era of civilization is the existence of script. In 
primitive society, people used knots, carvings on wood, and so forth to remember 
things. Genuine script developed from pictographic script. Therefore we have the 
following stages: from no script, to knots and carvings, to pictographic script, and 
finally to genuine script. Then, why was there no division between physical labor [tili 
laodong] and mental labor [naoli laodong] in primitive society? 
CLASS: Because there was no script.   
 
This approach –despite my conscious rejection of it- also to some extent permeates my 
thinking. For example, when I questioned rural illiterate Nuosu about the potential 
benefits of learning to read and write, I was amazed when some respondents told me 
that they never needed to write notes to their friends or relatives, because there was 
always somebody with whom they could leave the message and so did not feel they 
were missing out. To me, not being able to leave a note would be a severe handicap. I 
must confess to being relieved when other literate bystanders affirmed that they did 
make use of written notes. I feel that in criticising the ideological implications of this 
approach, we should not be tempted to deny the fact that the introduction of literacy 
practices can make a great difference to people’s lives. 
Street (2003: 77-78) describes the alternative approach as follows: 
 
The alternative, ideological model of literacy, offers a more culturally sensitive view of 
literacy practices as they vary from one context to another. This model starts from 
different premises than the autonomous model--it posits instead that literacy is a social 
practice, not simply a technical and neutral skill; that it is always embedded in socially 
constructed epistemological principles. It is about knowledge: the ways in which 
people address reading and writing are themselves rooted in conceptions of knowledge, 
identity, and being. It is also always embedded in social practices, such as those of a 
particular job market or a particular educational context and the effects of learning that 
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particular literacy will be dependent on those particular contexts. Literacy, in this sense, 
is always contested, both its meanings and its practices, hence particular versions of it 
are always "ideological", they are always rooted in a particular world-view and in a 
desire for that view of literacy to dominate and to marginalize others (Gee, 1991; 
Besnier & Street, 1994). The argument about social literacies (Street, 1995) suggests 
that engaging with literacy is always a social act even from the outset. The ways in 
which teachers or facilitators and their students interact is already a social practice that 
affects the nature of the literacy being learned and the ideas about literacy held by the 
participants, especially the new learners and their position in relations of power. It is 
not valid to suggest that "literacy" can be "given" neutrally and then its "social" effects 
only experienced afterwards.  
 
This approach is the model implicit in this study. Researchers following an 
"ideological" model of literacy avoid using the term "literacy" (with its many 
ideological and policy presuppositions) as their unit or object of study and Street (2003: 
78) has developed a  distinction between "literacy events" and "literacy practices", the 
former having been defined by Heath (1982: 93, cited in Street, 2003: 78), as "any 
occasion in which a piece of writing is integral to the nature of the participants' 
interactions and their interpretative processes". "Literacy practices" was used by Street 
to focus upon "social practices and conceptions of reading and writing" (Street, 1984: 1, 
cited in Street, 2003: 78) and later elaborated to take into account both "events" in 
Heath's sense and of the social models and concepts of literacy that participants bring to 
bear upon those events and give meaning to them (Street, 1988, cited in Street, 2003: 
78-79). Street (1995) also warns that the significance of the distinction between literacy 
and orality is a complex and dangerous one, open to uninformed and gratuitous 
speculation. 
 
Literacy means different things to different people and to the same people within 
different contexts. For Street (1995: 135) “multiple literacies” can exist side by side and 
overlapping in a community and he develops the notion of “dominant literacies, in 
opposition to ‘marginalized’ literacies”. This terminology underlines the ideological 
nature of literacy. In the case of minority languages such as Zhuang and Nuosu, where 
there is a power struggle between a dominant language and literacy (/-ies) and 
marginalised languages and literacies, we could add that there are dominant-language 
literacies and marginalised- or minority-language literacies, between which there is a 
constant struggle. If the state or other holders of power promote a form of literacy in a 
minority or marginalised language, we could call the form of literacy promoted 
dominant minority-language literacy as opposed to more spontaneous localised forms 
of minority language literacies. However, in the eyes of those in power (and many 
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upwardly-mobile speakers of marginalised languages) a dominant minority- (or 
marginalised-) language literacy plays second violin to a dominant dominant-language 
literacy.   
 
When those in power seek to promote a dominant literacy (whether in the majority or 
minority language), they do so with the aim of pushing particular ideological agendas. 
As Street (1995: Chapter 2) points out, recipients of such literacy do not necessarily 
view or use their newly-learnt reading and/or writing skills in the same way as those in 
power envisaged, adapting them to local conditions. When studying literacy behaviour 
in local contexts Street (2003: 80) stresses the importance of taking both local and 
“distant” literacies and their ideological underpinnings into account. Although also 
often disseminated via adult literacy classes, dominant literacy is generally most 
efficiently introduced via schools (Seeberg 1990, 341). As Street (1995: 127) points out 
 
Within school, the association of literacy acquisition with the child’s development of 
specific social identities and positions; the privileging of written over oral language; 
the interpretation of ‘metalinguistic’ awareness in terms of specific literacy practices 
and grammatical terminology ; and the neutralizing and objectification of language that 
disguises its social and ideological character – all must be understood as essentially 
social processes: they contribute to the construction of a particular kind of citizen.   
 
According to Street (1995: 128) attitudes about literacy from the community feed back 
into school literacy (typically legitimising it as authoritative, but also often influencing 
it). At the same time 
 
The kinds of literacy children might be acquiring from peer groups and the community 
are marginalized against the standard of schooled literacy. 
 
It is important to avoid a total “dominant-marginalised” dichotomy, as there is often 
overlap between different literary practices and some, such as for example local 
commercial literacy practices, while not being “dominant” can hardly be described as 
“marginalised” 
  
In China literacy has a long tradition of being the key to advancement and “being 
literate” is expressed as or “有文化” which can be also translated as “having culture” or 
“being educated”. Chinese minorities who do not possess a script of their own are 
considered inferior (see the earlier quote from. Hansen, 1999b). Moreover –especially 
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in south-western China- many that are literate in their own non-Han scripts are not 
considered properly literate, because they have not mastered the superior Han script. 
 
In the following section I discuss a particular type of literacy - school education. As 
mentioned earlier Seeberg (1990: 341), who analysed the efficiency of both adult 
literacy and school literacy programmes in Communist China up to the early 1980s, 
concluded that the latter is far more effective. 
 
 
4.1.3 THE BILINGUAL EDUCATION PERSPECTIVE  
This thesis accepts the ideas of Jim Cummins regarding the relation between 
conversational (BICS) and academic language (CALP) distinction, which are based on 
observation of numerous case studies and widely supported by educationalists in many 
countries. According to Cummins (2000) children have usually attained conversational 
proficiency around the age of 6, but still need a number of years to attain proficiency in 
academic language even if this is taught in the children’s first language. If cognitive 
academic proficiency is first acquired by minority language speaking pupils in their L1, 
as would be the case in many of the experimental Zhuang-Han bilingual programmes 
and the Type 1 Nuosu-Han bilingual schools discussed in later chapters, then these 
underlying skills can be transferred to the majority language. However, if minority 
language speaking pupils who are not fully competent in the majority language receive 
academic instruction exclusively through the medium of this language, as is the case of 
almost all Zhuang-speaking children and a large number of Nuosu-speaking children, 
then they will have serious problems in coping with this input and developing an 
academic or literate register, even if their conversational proficiency in the majority 
language is high, which is typically not the case among predominantly monolingual 
minority language speakers, such as the two groups analysed in this thesis. Not having 
received academic input in their mother tongue, they have no underlying cognitive 
academic language proficiency which they can transfer to the majority language and 
this explains the high rate of failure among minority language children who receive all 
their schooling in the majority language.  
  
If on the other hand, cognitive academic language proficiency is first acquired in the 
minority language by majority language speakers (typically from privileged homes 
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where they receive much literacy-orientated stimulation) participating in an early 
immersion-type second-(perhaps minority-) language dominant bilingual education 
programme, then they have been shown to acquire academic proficiency in the second 
language, but with a delay and transfer it easily to their high status L1. This is certainly 
not the case in the contexts under examination, extremely few Han participating in non-
Han medium schooling.  
 
Cummins (2000) has been criticised for taking an “autonomous” approach to literacy, 
consistent with the “Great Divide” theory, but has successfully demonstrated –in my 
view- that his approach is totally consistent with the “ideological approach” of Street 
mentioned in the previous section, arguing that the kind of language needed for 
academic proficiency is different from that of conversation in terms of the degree of 
how cognitively challenging or contextually embedded it is, while at the same time 
emphasising that these parameters cannot be correlated with a simplistic oral-written 
dichotomy.  
 
In the case of largely monolingual minority language communities (such as those of the 
core Zhuang and Nuosu counties) the medium of instruction can be exclusively in the 
prestigious majority language (in this case standard Mandarin), both the majority and 
the pupils’ minority language or only in the pupils’ minority language (classifications 
summarised by Baker 2001: 194).  
  
Education in the minority language only is generally classified as being separatist (ibid), 
unless organised by the authorities with the aim of limiting access to the majority 
language, in which case it is segregationist. The latter case may have occurred in some 
areas –such as rural Tibet- where teachers were not competent in Mandarin, but not 
with the aim of being segregationist.  Minority language-only education would also 
have been coherent in the early 1950s with encouraging while not forcing minorities to 
learn Mandarin, but again would not have been segregationist. Minority language-only 
education not organised by the authorities occurs in China mainly among non-official 
religiously based schools (e.g. Koranic schools, Buddhist temple schools in Sipsong 
Panna and monastery schools in Tibet) and even in these there is sometimes an attempt 
to include Han language in the curriculum (see for example, Hansen 1999b: 113-115). 
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Such schools, generally only for boys, have enjoyed a revival since the end of the 
Maoist era.  
 
As mentioned above, education in the majority language only, which encourages 
majority language monolingualism among minority language children, at best produces 
a subtractive kind of bilingualism, whereby children have no chance to develop their 
cognitive and academic language proficiency in their first language, but do not 
generally receive sufficient input in the majority language to cope with the complex, 
abstract, decontextualised concepts (Cummins 2000). Cummins (1984, cited in 
Cummins 2000) argues in favour of bilingual schools where they can develop their 
minority L1 and at the same time become competent in the wider majority language, 
seeing this as a necessary precondition for empowerment via education. He has no 
illusions about the socio-political resistance of those in power to such changes, 
something bourn out by experience in countless minority language situations.  
 
Minority students are disabled or empowered in schools in very much the same way 
that their communities are disempowered in interactions with societal institutions. ... 
This analysis implies that minority students will succeed educationally to the extent 
that the patterns of interaction in school reverse those that prevail in the society at large. 
(p. 24) Given the societal commitment to maintaining the dominant/dominated power 
relationships, we can predict that educational changes threatening this structure will be 
fiercely resisted. (p. 34) 
 
This thesis accepts the idea that additive bilingual education among speakers of 
marginalised and minority languages, which has as its objective maintenance of the 
minority language with proficiency in the majority language (i.e. bilingualism and 
biliteracy) is positive for children’s cognitive development, as expressed by writers 
such as Cummins (2000), Skuttnabb-Kangas (1981) and Baker (2001). Such education 
should be aimed at empowering disadvantaged minority language communities to 
compete successfully in the majority language dominated globalised world, while at the 
same time helping them to conserve, develop and adapt their native language and 
culture to new times and to feel comfortable with them.  
 
 “Bilingual education” is a vague term. In the writings of Chinese educationalists and 
linguists involved in minority language planning, this can mean anything from totally 
minority language-medium instruction with an occasional class of Han to totally Han-
medium teaching with some teaching of minority language literacy, as well as all 
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possible permutations in between. It is worth noting that Type 2 bilingual schools 
described in Liangshan in this thesis, first teach Han, subsequently introducing minimal 
(in terms of the time dedicated to it) Nuosu literacy, but the bulk of the cognitive 
academic input is the majority language. 
 
In the foregoing paragraphs the rationale of including the children’s minority language 
in the education system was to help them to cope with the necessary academic language 
and to empower themselves. However, there is a general consensus among many 
linguists today -which I share- that minority language communities have the right to use 
and develop their own languages and scripts and that this includes the right to receive at 
least some of their education through the medium of their mother tongue. This principal 
is stressed in many articles by Chinese linguists, but seldom put into practice.  
  
Bilingual education in the specific Nuosu and Zhuang contexts will be analysed in 6.1.5 
and again in 6.2.5. 
 
 
4.1.4 THE PERSPECTIVE OF ENDANGERED MINORITY LANGUAGES 
As pointed out in Chapter 1, in recent years there has been an increased awareness of the 
speed at which a large number of the world’s languages have died and are in danger of 
“dying”. This does not necessarily entail the death of the speakers, although this has all too 
often been the case (e.g. the southern African Khoisan or the Australian aborigines). 
During my own lifetime, and in front of my own eyes, I have watched as viable, living 
communities of Welsh, Gaelic and Breton speakers have dwindled, “died” or been 
converted into minority “networks”, while the majority British and French populations 
have accepted this as being inevitable and perhaps desirable. For the past 15 years I have 
lived in an area of Valencia where the local variant of Catalan is slowly dying among a 
significant section of the population, showing classical symptoms of a “language without a 
future”. 
  
From decade to decade largely monolingual minority language communities become 
largely bilingual ones. In a very short time the predominant language of bilingual 
communities can switch from being the minority to the majority language and the number 
of people only mastering the majority language grows. From there it is a short step to the 
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complete demise of the minority language or to its “preservation” by a small dedicated 
band of intellectuals. In the 1960s, for example, Welsh was so dominant in parts of rural 
Southwest Wales that newcomers were under great pressure to learn Welsh. By the 1980s 
this pressure was largely gone and now in 2006 it is sometimes hard to hear Welsh spoken 
at all due to the avalanche of English immigration and the pressure of language shift.  
 
Given present trends, large numbers of minority languages the world over are on their last 
legs. Everywhere, there are signs of unceasing language shift and this applies as much to 
Zhuang and Nuosu areas as to any other. A large body of international linguists and 
representatives of communities of threatened languages throughout the world have 
become concerned with ways of halting or reversing this seemingly inevitable language 
shift. Perhaps the best known theoretical attempt to tackle this problem was formulated by 
Joshua Fishman in his 1991 work “Reversing Language Shift”, where he provides a 
blueprint for those wishing to halt and reverse language shift.   
 
Glyn Williams (1992), an avid critic of the conservative, unquestioning nature of 
traditional sociolinguistics, and others have criticised Fishman for not taking into 
consideration the unequal power relationships involved: in this case between the 
Chinese State which mainly represents the interests of the over 90% Han-speaking 
majority and the politically weak and divided tiny (compared to Han speakers) Zhuang 
and Nuosu speech communities. Baker (2001: 82-83) summing up these arguments (to 
which Fishman, 2000 himself –acknowledging the power relationship- contributed) 
writes: 
 
For parents to raise their children in the minority languages, for schools to have a 
strong reason for content teaching through the minority language, economic and 
employment incentives are crucial to language revival, but not sufficient in themselves. 
Economic prescriptions are needed to provide a strong rational for intergenerational 
transmission. Integrative motives and cultural sentiment may not be enough to 
persuade parents, educators and students to use the minority language. The economic 
base of the language community can be a vital safeguard to the maintenance of a 
threatened language. The state, and not just the local language community is thus 
important (e.g. in economic regeneration of a language minority area. Material 
dimensions of success (individual and societal) and economic advancement have 
grown in importance in a consumerist society. Because these areas are often controlled 
by majority language groups, a power struggle becomes vital. 
 
Why do people who have spoken a language for countless generations suddenly 
apparently give up the ghost and ditch their language, denying not only the language, 
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but also a host of intimately related cultural and social elements, to their children and 
grandchildren?  Influenced by the global economic and political situation mentioned 
above, speakers of minority languages themselves reach a point where they see no point in 
continuing to transmit a language which no longer furthers the interests of the members of 
its speech community.  Baker (2001, 81), commenting on Fishman (1991)’s discussion of 
language shift says: 
       
... a language is ultimately lost and won inside the minds and hearts of individuals. 
While such individuals will doubtless be affected by economic, political and media 
factors, there is a personal cost-benefit analysis that ultimately determines whether one 
language is passed on the next generation or not. 
 
Griffiths (2000: 113), the writer of a Welsh-language cultural guide to Brittany, musing 
on the causes of the massive and rapid language shift in Brittany during the 20th 
Century, comes to essentially the same conclusion as Baker: 
 
        Pam fod ieithoedd  yn marw? .......... Difaterwch sy’n gyfrifol, meddai 
Gunnarsson, gan awgrymu mai siaradwyr yr iaith sydd ar fai. Yn achos Llydaw 
buaswn yn dadlau nad dyna’r gwir. Difrodir iaith gan bobl a sefydliadau. Yn 
gyffredinol mae iaith yn marw pan roddir y gymuned sy’n ei siarad yn y fath sefyllfa 
lle na werthfawrogir ei hadnoddau diwylliannol. Pan na chewch swydd am eich bod yn 
siarad iaith arbennig a’ch gwybodaeth o iaith y mwyafrif yn annigonol fe gewch eich 
gwthio i gylch economaidd sy’n cyfyngu ar eich cyfle. A phan ddywed y fam, `Mae 
medru’r iaith yn llesteirio dyfodol fy mhlentyn felly dydw i ddim yn mynd i’w 
throsglwyddo iddo` - mae dydd ei thranc yn nesu.   
     
      (`Why do languages die?  ……… Indifference is responsible said Gunnarsson, 
suggesting that speakers of the language are to blame. In the case of Brittany I would 
argue that this is not true. A language is destroyed by people and institutions.  In 
general a language dies when the community in which it is spoken is put into a 
situation where its cultural resources are not appreciated. When you don’t get a job, 
because you speak a particular language and your knowledge of the majority language 
is insufficient, you are pushed into an economic circuit which restricts your 
opportunities. And when the mother says, ``Knowing this language is hindering my 
child’s future, so I’m not going to pass it on to him` - the day of its death draws nigh.)      
 
Minority language speakers also have naïve unrealistic expectations of how a minority 
language can survive. I once overheard a Welsh-speaking mother explaining (in Welsh) 
that she was first teaching English to her child, but that she would later teach it Welsh. 
Others believe that they do not need to transmit it to their children, if they learn it at 
school.  
 
Many speakers of majority languages regard minority languages with distrust. Are 
minority language speakers really loyal citizens or do they form a fifth column of some 
imagined enemy? Why do they insist on speaking some senseless, inferior, secret 
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unintelligible code if it is not to confound and thwart the innocent victims who are the 
majority language speakers? So many English people have said to me on hearing I come 
from Wales, something to the effect of: “When I went on my holiday to North Wales, 
everyone was speaking in English until we came into the shop / pub, when they all started 
speaking in Welsh.”  Personally I have only witnessed the inverse situation, where Welsh-
speakers meekly change to English to not “offend” strangers. I have heard similar 
complaints about Breton-speakers from monolingual French. 
 
When bilingual (not Welsh-only!) signs and bilingual education were first mooted in 
Wales in the 1960s they were decried in the Media as an attack on the liberties of the non-
Welsh-speaking majority. It is now accepted even in anglicised areas of Wales that Welsh 
comes first on bilingual signs. However, worldwide prejudice against minority languages, 
disbelief that they should go on existing and a feeling that their speakers are politically 
disloyal is still omnipresent among majority language speakers, in China as in most places. 
This discussion is continued under 6.3. 
  
4.1.4.1  LANGUAGE AND ETHNIC IDENTITY 
The relation between nationality (民族 minzu) on the one hand and language (语言) 
and dialect (方言) on the other is discussed in the following section. Here I would like 
to briefly discuss the bearing that ethnic identity might have on language maintenance. 
The relation is a complex one and a high degree of ethnic consciousness does not 
automatically go hand in hand with a high degree of maintenance of the ethnic 
language, at least beyond a symbolic level. One only has to examine the mostly 
symbolic use of Irish in Ireland, and the advanced state of language shift among Rom 
communities all over Europe. The following quotation is from the Indian and Northern 
Affairs (updated 2004), Canada’s Report of the Royal Commission on Aboriginal 
Peoples: 
 
Most people find it impossible to separate language and identity. Language is 
perceived as the quintessence of a culture. It expresses a unique way of apprehending 
reality, capturing a world view specific to the culture to which it is linked. But 
language is connected to identity in another important way: its presence and use in a 
community are symbolic of identity, emblems of group existence. Using a language is 
the ultimate symbol of belonging. 
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Language is usually seen as an essential component of ethnic identity, and it is 
commonly understood that the loss of a minority language automatically entails 
assimilation with the dominant group. But the preservation of a distinctive language 
may not always be essential to preservation of a distinct identity. In other words, 
language shift does not automatically imply ethnic assimilation. There are clear 
examples in Canada of Aboriginal groups who have lost their language but retain a 
sense of group identity and of belonging to the Aboriginal world. While language is an 
important cultural and ethnic marker, its loss does not automatically signal a 
redefinition of group allegiance. 
 
According to Fishman (1980 and 1985, cited in Teachout, 2005) minority language 
maintenance are dependent on reward systems which require the use, in combination 
with a majority language or alone, of the minority language. If the minority language is 
to be maintained, it must be central to religious, political and social rewards which 
enforce and recognise family, community and social membership. Using Fishman’s 
reasoning, by the 18th and 19th Centuries strongly nationalistic Irish wishing to affirm 
their identity and carry out the anti-English struggle felt it was more rewarding and 
profitable to do so through the medium of English, despite the rich historical, literary 
and cultural heritage of Irish. In the same period in extended areas great numbers of the 
less anti-English and more politically subservient Welsh (for whom the Welsh language 
was central to their religious life) felt it necessary to conserve their language, perhaps 
partially to maintain boundaries between themselves and mainstream English society.  
 
What is clear is that language is that even linguistic groups with a strong degree of 
ethnic consciousness and pride are willing to “abandon” and stop transmitting the 
language associated with their group, if they feel that it is not a rewarding, worthwhile 
investment.  
 
4.1.4.2  ETHNOLINGUISTIC VITALITY 
Although it is both well-established and logical that there is a reciprocal relation 
between ethnic identity and language use and attitudes, it is not always a clear one. 
Giles, Bourhis and Taylor (1977: 308) saw ethnolinguistic vitality as a construct 
helping to explain the behaviour of members of a speech community in their interaction 
with those of other speech communities defining it as “that which makes a group likely 
to behave as a distinctive and active collective entity in intergroup situations”. While 
some members of speech communities play down or even deny their minority identity 
and identify with the interlocutor of the (superior) majority ethnolinguistic group, 
others emphasise their minority identity in such exchanges, perhaps even trying to insist 
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that the member of the minority group speak the majority language. Thus in Giles, 
Bourhis and Taylor (ibid)’s view, the greater a group’s ethnolinguistic vitality, the 
greater its probability of survival as a speech community in a multilingual setting. 
   
A useful concept for looking at the state of “health” of threatened languages –only 
treated superficially here for lack of space- is that of objective ethnolinguistic vitality, 
introduced by the aforementioned source and 
 
which articulated some of the main sociostructural features defining a group, such as its 
sociohistorical status,numbers of its members, institutional support provided it, and so 
forth. In this regard, dominant ethnic groups usually have higher vitality across a range 
of vitality constituents than subordinate ethnic groups. (Giles et al, 2000) 
 
Such an assessment of both the Zhuang and Nuosu ethnolinguistic groups has been 
essentially covered in this thesis. What is interesting about Giles et al’s approach is the 
way of grouping the factors of status, demography and institutional support and 
assigning values which give a general idea of these languages’s state of health within 
their communities. Below is a table, based mostly on Giles, Bourhis and Taylor (1977: 
309), with additional information from Baldaquí (2000), which can be used as a check-
list to obtain this “bill of health” and in 6.3.1.3 I reproduce the same table with brief 
comments on the specific Zhuang and Nuosu ethnolinguistic situations. I hope this will 
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Objective Ethnolinguistic Vitality 
( the higher the 3 main factors, the higher the ethnolinguistic vitality) 
 
5-point scale: high, medium-high, medium, medium-low, low. 
STATUS 
 
Hard to measure and 
dependent on demographic 
situation and on the degree 
of institutional support  
(Baldaquí 2000: 330). 
DEMOGRAPHY 
-where demographic tendencies 
are instable (as in China) this has 
important implications as 
different ethnolinguistic groups 
compete for political and social 
influence.  
 
It is to be expected that 
favourable demographic 
tendencies will favour a higher 
degree of vitality. 
INSTITUTIONAL SUPPORT 
 
This takes into account both top-
down and bottom up support and 
thus not only refer to official 
institutions. 
Economic status 
- degree of control that the 
ethnolinguistic group has 
over the economic life of 
the nation, region or 
community. 
Group distribution factors 
• National territory 
• Concentration of group 
• Proportion of total 
population  
Formal  (top-down) support 
(institutional control – Baldaquí 
2000: 329) 
• mass media 
• education 
• government services 
 
Reflects speech ethnolinguistic 
community’s socio-political 
influence and power. Necessity of 
aware elites, activists and capable 
leaders who support culture and 
language and also that members of 
the ethnolinguistic group use their 
language in different institutuions 
and domains (Baldaquí 2000: 329). 
 
Social status 
- degree of self-confidence 
of the community. 
Group number factors 
• absolute numbers 
• birth-rate 
• mixed marriages 
• immigration 
• emigration 






Low informal support warns of 
negative effect when the area of the 
ethnolinguistic group has a  lower 
rate of development during phase of 
rapid socioeconomic modernisation 
(the case of China) Giles, Bourhis 
and Taylor (1977: 316-317) 
Sociohistorical status 
-historical consciousness of 





Language status within 
ethnoinguistic community 
area. 




Language status outside 
ethnolinguistic community 
area.  
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“Subjective ethnolinguistic vitality” is how members of the ethnolinguistic community 
in question (or of those which interact and co-exist with them) perceive the situation of 
their languages and affects the degree to which they use them and pass them on to 
future generations or to which they replace them by a higher prestige language. Giles et 
al (2000) and other authors combine this with objective ethnolinguistic vitality to gain a 
more holistic picture.  While this study sheds light on aspects of this important factor 
and while informed guesses can be deduced from knowledge of the cases being 
researched, no systematic investigation of members of the Zhuang and Nuosu 
communities towards the vitality of their languages has been carried out. In any case 
subjective vitality has its limitations as a predictor of individuals’ linguistic behaviour 
as Giles et al (2000) point out: 
 
the more vitality individuals consider their social group to possess, the more likely they 
will invest their energies (linguistic and non-linguistic) in order to preserve the 
ingroup’s identity, activities, and influence (see also Sachdev & Bourhis, 1993). In this 
respect, studies have shown that individuals who perceive their ethnic group to have 
high vitality will have stronger motivation to learn, as well as increased proficiency in, 
their ingroup tongue than those construing their vitality to be lower (see Cenoz & 
Valencia, 1993; Clachar, 1997; Leets & Giles, 1995).While such relationships have not 
always emerged (Labrie & Clément, 1986; Hogg & Rigoli, 1996), and low vitality can 
also trigger ethnic mobilisation (e.g. Giles & Viladot, 1994), 
 
 
4.2 BASIC CONCEPTS USED IN THIS RESEARCH 
Below is a discussion and clarification of some terms and concepts central to the thesis 
which could cause misunderstandings, particularly where there are differences between 
how these concepts are understood in China and in the West.  
 
 
4.2.1 THE CONCEPT OF LANGUAGES  
Languages are often studied as if they were static, abstract systems or objects. Under 
the interpretive approach of this study, they are seen rather as negotiated instrumental 
tools of living speech communities (in this case the non-Han minority language 
speakers) having socio-economic, political and cultural aspirations (e.g. a higher 
standard of living, more political autonomy, access to the Han language and culture 
while retaining –or not- their own) and who are in contact with another more dominant 
language community (that of the Han-speaking majority), which has the full power of 
the nation state (the government and administrative apparatus of the People’s Republic 
of China) behind it.  Although it might appear that this research is concerned with the 
languages in question pe se, this is only a convenient abstraction or working 
assumption. It is the language’s instrumental function which is the main concern.  
 65
Chapter 4: Theoretical Framework and Basic Concepts 
4.2.2   NATIONALITY (民族 MINZU), LANGUAGE (语言) & DIALECT (方言) 
(See maps 4, 5 and 6 in Annex 2) 
An article in the West discussing the linguistic situation of Welsh would be unlikely to 
take “people of Welsh nationality” (or “ethnicity”) or of “non-Welsh nationality” as the 
basic units of analysis. Unless the article were specifically contrasting the different 
attitudes of non-Welsh-speaking Welsh and non-Welsh-speaking non-Welsh towards 
the Welsh language, the basic units would be “Welsh-speakers” and “non-Welsh 
speakers”, perhaps with intermediate categories according to linguistic ability. In China 
this is not so. Most articles discussing non-Han minority language speakers usually talk 
about “壮族 (Zhuang nationality)” or “彝族 (Yi nationality)” rather than “Zhuang 
speakers” or “Yi speakers”. However, just as there are many (a majority in fact) of 
ethnic Welsh who do not speak Welsh, there are also many members of the Zhuang 
nationality and up to a third of those classified as “Yi” who speak Han instead of these 
languages. 
 
Following the Soviet model, all Chinese – apart from being citizens of the Peoples’ 
Republic of China - belong to an official nationality (or ethnic group). Mainly in the 
1950s, the Chinese authorities undertook a classification of the population into different 
official nationalities. There existed a plethora of names used by different groups to refer 
to themselves.  The official researchers classified the hundreds of groups into a mere 56 
nationalities, according to a mixture of criteria, among which were linguistic criteria 
and the wishes and history of the groups in question. However this classification is not 
very useful when it comes to analysing the linguistic situation in China, due to two 
main complications.  
 
Firstly, there is much ambiguity and a lack of consensus as to what is meant by 
language and by dialect in China. Secondly, there is no simple correspondence 
between nationality and language. Many nationalities in China speak more than one 
language or / and speak a language (or more than one) associated with another 
nationality. 
  
Although it is common to hear Europeans excusing themselves for not speaking the 
language of their ethnic group (for example “I’m a non-Welsh-speaking Welshman” or 
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“Although I’m a Highlander, I’m afraid I don’t have the Gaelic, because my parents 
only spoke it when they didn’t want me to understand”), when talking about minority 
language situations in Europe, people are usually categorised as speakers of different 
languages rather than members of a particular nationality or ethnic group. In fact one 
does not officially and formally belong to an ethnic group or nationality in Western 
Europe; one is merely a citizen of a particular country.  
 
In China (as in the former Austro-Hungarian and Ottoman empires and USSR), the 
starting point for analysing the language situation is one’s official “nationality” status. 
The constitution and legal documents talk about the right of “nationalities to use and 
develop their languages and scripts” rather than the right of “speakers of minority 
languages”. Languages are thus essentially seen as belonging to particular nationalities 
rather than to particular geographical locations. Although a high proportion of a 
particular minority nationality in a particular place does usually identify with a 
particular language (provided the members of that nationality speak the language in 
question!), if there were to be an influx of people of another nationality, for example 
Han, speaking their national language, there would no longer be such a complete 
identification between language and place as the recently arrived language would now 
be just as much identifiable with the place as the old one.  
 
This is not of course to say that there is no connection between the area that people live 
in and their ability to speak non-Han languages: I have met Han who gave as excuses 
for not speaking minority languages, that they grew up in totally Han speaking areas 
and others, who, having grown up in rural non-Han speaking areas were totally fluent 
in it. However, I have also met many Han from strongly non-Han speaking areas who 
told me that they understood none of the local minority language because they were 
Han and had no interest in learning what they considered an inferior language.  In other 
words having Han nationality seems to serve as a reason for not learning minority 
languages, even in traditional non-Han speaking areas. The converse is not true and 
people of minority nationality living in Han-speaking areas would be expected to learn 
Han. 
 
In Catalonia and north-west Wales, all residents are educated through the medium of 
Catalan or Welsh, whatever their mother tongue or tongues may be, whilst in minority 
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areas of China it is rare for people of Han nationality to be educated through the 
medium of the local promoted minority language or, apart from certain cadres in core 
minority areas, even to learn it as a second language. In Catalonia it is felt that all 
residents, whatever their origin, should be fluent in Catalan, whereas in areas such as 
Liangshan, there is no movement for the Han public at large to acquire competence in 
Yi or other minority languages. 
 
 
4.2.3 HAN LANGUAGE AND HAN NATIONALITY (See map 6 in Annex 2). 
The ethnic group that we know as Chinese is known officially as the Han nationality in 
China to distinguish it from the minority nationalities (official non-Han ethnic groups). 
In the same way, the language (or the languages!) which we normally call Chinese is 
officially called Han in China, to distinguish it from the languages of minority 
nationalities. According to the Chinese constitution the languages of all nationalities are 
equal and all minority nationalities (they are seldom referred to as “speakers of 
minority languages” as in Europe or America) have the right to employ and develop 
their own languages.  In practice a constant element in Chinese linguistic policy has 
been the promotion, at all costs, in all areas and among people of all nationalities, of 
Putonghua, the standard Mandarin variety of Han, although the explicit active 
expectation that all nationalities learn it dates from the second half of the 1950s.   
 
 
4.2.4   CLASSIFICATION OF HAN LANGUAGES  
The two complications referred to above are reflected in the definitions of the majority 
Han nationality to which more than the 90% of the Chinese population belong and of 
the Han language.  Millions of Han in the south and south-east of China speak varieties 
of Han which are as different from Mandarin as English is from German or Icelandic. It 
is as if speakers of Germanic languages were classified as members of a single 
“Germanic Nationality” or “Germanic-Minzu” whose standard language was 
“Hochdeutsch”. In this hypothetical analogy not only would speakers of deviant 
varieties within the official German-speaking countries (from Alpine to low German 
dialects) have to accept Hochdeutsch as their standard language as is the case today, but 
speakers of English, Dutch, Islandic, Swedish etc. would also read, write and use for 
official and formal purposes “Hochdeutsch” or High German.  
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Many linguists, especially in the West, consider these varieties to be languages rather 
than dialects and that Chinese constitutes a whole language family.  So why not treat 
them as different languages? 
 
Weinreich (1945) is attributed to have said “a shprakh iz a dyalekt mit an armey un 
flot” ("a language is a dialect with an army and navy"). Most Chinese appear to have an 
inherent hidden fear that the political unity of China would be challenged if the status 
of Han “dialects” were raised to that of “languages” with standard written forms which 
could be taught in schools and promoted in all domains, the fear obviously being that 
speakers of non-Mandarin Han languages might identify as non-Han and constitute 
powerful new “national minorities (少数民族).”  
 
The possibility that these “dialects” could even be considered “languages” has not even 
occurred to many Chinese. This is in part due to the influence of the Han script (which 
we normally refer to as the Chinese script), which, although based on standard 
Mandarin, can be read off in the pronunciation of non-Mandarin varieties. However 
such a reading can appear rather forced and often differs radically from how speakers 
of these varieties spontaneously express themselves in the spoken language – a bit like 
reading a German sentence with the English pronunciation of English cognates of the 
German words (supposing we can find cognates for them!).  
 
If the non-Mandarin dialects had developed independent phonetic alphabets, perhaps 
they would today be considered separate languages from Mandarin and consequently (if 
the borders of China had not developed differently as a result) they might today also be 
classified as minority languages. However, China has a long historical tradition of 
cultural unity between the speakers of all varieties of Han and a keen interest in 
promoting a unified majority Han nationality which has total hegemony over all other 
nationalities. Consequently nobody seriously questions Han ethnic and linguistic unity.  






Chapter 4: Theoretical Framework and Basic Concepts 
4.2.5 CLASSIFICATION OF NON-HAN NATIONALITIES AND LANGUAGES  
(See maps 4 and 5 in Annex 2).   
As in the former Soviet Union, classification according to nationality is more important 
than classification according to language. The linguistic situation of the Han majority 
has influenced linguistic policy toward the non-Han minorities and so in the case of 
some nationalities a single standard language has been established for each nationality 
in spite of its members speaking non-mutually intelligible linguistic varieties. As a 
counterweight to this tendency, in the case of some nationalities the authorities have 
recognised the necessity of using and promoting more than one standard “dialect” as is 
the case of Yi.  
  
Most of the over 400 groups that applied for the status of nationality in the 1950s, were 
refused with the argument that they belonged to other nationalities (including that of the 
Han in some cases). As with the Han nationality, the classification of many non-Han 
nationalities was not easy and many members of these new official nationalities heard 
for the first time of their (officially defined) ethnic and linguistic affiliations in the 
1950s. Many groups in the south-west such as the Tujia and Bai previously believed 
(and some still do) that they were Han and their languages Han dialects. Other groups 
speaking Han as their main native languages were classified as non-Han according to 
non-linguistic criteria, as was the case of most members of the Hui and Manchu 
nationalities. Many communities which had already replaced their original ethnic 
language with a variety of Han were classified as Yi, She, Tujia etc.   
  
Sometimes the authorities gave in to the wishes of these groups. The speakers of the 
Mien language on Hainan Island, for example, successfully insisted that they were 
members of the Miao (Hmong) nationality, despite the fact that the majority of Yao 
people in China speak Mien and of Miao speak Miao. Also on Hainan, the half million 
speakers of Be (or Lingao), a language related to the Tai languages, succeeded in 
conserving their status as Han in spite of speaking a clearly non-Han language. The 
speakers of Naze, a Tibeto-Burman language of the Yi branch who live in Sichuan, 
managed to have themselves classified as Mongols even though there existed no clear 
proof that they were related in any other way (there was certainly no identifiable 
linguistic link) to the Mongols of northern China. In other cases, however, the 
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authorities totally ignored their wishes. For example, the speakers of Naze who live on 
the other side of the provincial border in Yunnan are classified as Naxi in spite of their 
wishes to be known as Mosuo (see Harrell 2001a). 
 
Teufel Dreyer (1997: 361) points out: 
 
Having pledged to help minorities preserve and develop their languages and cultures, 
the government was generally more comfortable with fewer groups rather than many. 
 
Despite this preference, however, the above examples show that other considerations 
were often more important. 
 
 Sun Hongkai (1992), one of the most influential linguists in China, does not regard 
mutual intelligibility as an indispensable condition for being dialects of the same 
language rather than separate languages. All the speakers of Tai languages (of the 
central and northern branches) living in Guangxi, the east of Yunnan and an area of 
western Guangdong were classified as Zhuang In spite of the opposition of many of 
these Tai speakers with smaller, more localised groups. In contrast, the speakers of 
(northern) Tai languages living in the Province of Guizhou (and whose language is 
intelligible with the northern Zhuang dialect, spoken by two thirds of this nationality) 
succeeded in resisting their classification as Zhuang and in securing the creation of a 
distinct Bouyei nationality.  
 
The Yi of Liangshan (in the south of Sichuan and the north of Yunnan) considered 
themselves to be Nuosu rather than Yi and the Yi of Shilin (in Yunnan) considered 
themselves to be Sani. Officially the members of the Yi nationality speak at least 6 
mutually unintelligible “dialects” which, although all belonging to the Yi branch of the 
Tibeto-Birman languages, are not very closely related to one another.  The 
classification of Yi has clearly followed the model of the classification of Han in the 
insistence on creating a nationality with unintelligible speech varieties.  However to be 
able to carry out literacy campaigns in Yi it was necessary to create more than one 
official Yi standard variety, something which was not done in the case of Han. In spite 
of recognising this necessity (something that they have denied to the speakers of non-
Mandarin varieties of Han) the authorities speak of standard dialects and not of 
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standard languages. Also the plurilingual situation of various other nationalities has 
been recognised.  
 
If there are 2 groups (who speak 2 similar varieties) who have already been classified as 
different nationalities, their languages are considered different. For example, as the 
Bouyei of Guizhou did not want to be identified as Zhuang for non-linguistic reasons, 
Bouyei and Zhuang are considered not as dialects but languages. While the differences 
between the northern and southern varieties of Zhuang (in both Guangxi and Yunnan) 
are much greater than those between Bouyei and Zhuang, Zhuang is still considered a 
unified language. As Harrall (1993) affirms,    
 
There are broad categories of people, numbering in the hundreds of thousands or 
millions, scattered over many provinces and showing much internal cultural and 
linguistic variation, whose unity seems based more than anything on pre-existing Han 
folk categories: these include the Hani, the Yi, the Miao and perhaps the Yao.   
  
How many languages do the 55 officially recognised minority nationalities speak?  
Chinese linguist Sun Hongkai (Shearer & Sun, 2002) recognises the existence of at 
least 125 non-Han languages, but this figure does not include the varieties, which have 
(as in the case of Yi) or lack (as in the case of Tibetan) the status of standard varieties, 
belonging to the same linguistic group and spoken by the same nationality. Sometimes 
it is recognised that members of the same nationality speak different unrelated 
languages. For example it is accepted that members of the nationality Yao speak at least 
3 distinct languages: Mien (Yao), Nu (a variety Miao or Hmong) and Lakkia (a variety 
of Kam). Likewise, it is recognised that the members of the Hui nationality (Chinese 
Muslims) of Sanya on the southern tip of the island of Hainan, do not speak Han as do 
the Hui in most of China, but an Austronesian language similar to Malay. 
 
We have seen that the 56 official nationalities are arbitrary constructs of the 1950s 
fixed to suit a particular political context at a particular moment. The number of real 
ethnic entities is in fact far greater, even the Han being a grouping of diverse peoples. 
Having said that, after 50 years of carrying the official label of one’s nationality, many 
people, especially the upwardly mobile who wish to “play the system” and advance 
through the education system and find state employment, outwardly exploit the official 
categories in their public lives even though in their private lives they may use the 
traditional ones. Thus a Nuosu speaker in Liangshan may be proud of being Yi when 
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talking to Han and foreigners, but in their own community will remain a Nuosu. (See 
6.2.2 for a discussion of how Nuosu and Zhuang speakers have coped with the issue of 
their contentious official ethnic labels). There are a small number of Nuosu intellectuals 
who are interested in the idea of unity with other groups speaking Yi languages, in 
other words with fellow members of the official Yi nationality, but they remain a 
minority. Likewise although some Tai speakers of Guangxi have accepted and 
assimilated the official category of Zhuang, there is still widespread grassroots rejection 
of it.  
 
To sum up, the Chinese government has engaged over the last half-century in a large-
scale project of “ethnic engineering” which superficially at least appears to have gained 
partial acceptance among certain upwardly mobiles elites. However, vast numbers of 
people feel themselves straight-jacketed into alien identities. The official insistence on 
these categories and on their primacy obscures the linguistic situation and the 
satisfactory identification of different linguistic communities. 
 
 
4.2.6   USE OF THE TERMS NUOSU AND YI 
I have consciously decided to use the term “Nuosu” in preference to the official 
Chinese term “Yi”. The main reason is that the Nuosu themselves consider themselves 
to be Nuosu rather than Yi. Additionally I feel it is important to distinguish between the 
Nuosu and those speakers (or “ex-speakers”) of other languages of the Yi group of 
Tibeto-Burmese languages who are also classified as “Yi” by the Chinese authorities. 
Of course I could have followed the practice of many writers and referred to 
“Liangshan Yi”, as I did in my communication to at the 4th International Conference on 
Yi Studies. One reason I did not is that there are also officially designated Yi in 
Liangshan who are speakers of other Yi languages, but the main reason was that I feel 
more comfortable using a term which the speakers of the language themselves use, 
especially as the term “Yi” is felt by many to be a variant of a Han word for 
“barbarian”.  Moreover, by using the term Yi I would be implicitly automatically 
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4.2.7   USE OF THE TERM ZHUANG 
To be consistent with my use of the term Nuosu rather than Yi, I should not use the 
official term Zhuang, substituting it instead either with the names that different sections 
of this officially-designated nationality use to refer to themselves or by referring to 
“speakers of Central and Northern Tai languages” (as indeed I do on occasions). Unlike 
Liangshan where all Nuosu speakers see themselves as such, in Guangxi speakers of 
different Central and Northern Tai languages have a great number of autonyms and I 
felt it would be unmanageable to refer to the myriad antonyms and too long-winded and 
clinical to always refer to the linguistic grouping. 
 
 
4.2.8   A 56 NATIONALITY MODEL OR A 2 NATIONALITY (HAN NON-HAN) 
DICHOTOMY? 
One could be mistaken in China for thinking that there were two principal ethnic 
categories, “汉族  hánzú (Han nationality)” and “少数民族  shǎoshǔ mínzú (minority 
nationality)”. On various occasions in different parts of China I have heard Han 
referring to widely different ethnic and linguistic groups as “少数民族  (minority 
nationality)” even though each person was referring to one particular non-Han group 
(Li, Zhuang, Nuosu, Uyghur, Yao, Naxi, Bai etc.). In many cases there was a complete 
lack of interest in even bothering to specify which group they were talking about, even 
by the official nationality.  
 
Some non-Han even accept labelling themselves “少数民族 (minority nationality)” in 
their discourse with Han. Not only have I heard Han (on various occasions) in areas of 
specific minorities asking “你是少数民族吗? (Are you of minority nationality?)” 
instead of the name of the local minority, but on several occasions I have even heard 
non-Han volunteer  “我是少数民族。(I am of minority nationality)” 
 
Most Han seemed to have a preconceived, ready-packaged blueprint in their mind of 
what “少数民族 (minority nationalities)” did and how they behaved. Basically it was a 
negative image of being primitive, simple, backward, lazy, fun-loving, wasteful, 
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hospitable, sensuous and sexually promiscuous, wearing colourful picturesque 
costumes and loving singing, dancing and drinking, which contrasted to the advanced, 
modern, serious, hard-working and morally upright Han nationality whose mission was 
to civilise the ”少数民族 (minority nationalities)”. 
  
I see several covert motives for this projection. First, as Gladney (1994), Harrell (2001a) 
and others have pointed out, lumping together minorities in one backward, exotic 
category legitimises the role of the Han as the kind superior big brother in a big happy 
multi-national family. In other words it justifies Han domination of China. Secondly, 
lumping them all together diminishes the importance or significance of any one ethno-
linguistic identity. At the end of the day, whether you are Zhuang, Nuosu, Tibetan or 
Uyghur is not as relevant as the fact that you are a “少数民族 (minority nationality)”. It 
is as if a Castilian Spaniard did not distinguish between Galicians, Catalans and 
Basques, but called them all “minorities”.  
 
This dichotomy is officially projected in a covert way. Although the state has created 
the 55 labels of the different minority nationalities, it actively promotes the collective 
label of “少数民族 (minority nationality/-ities)” in multiple situations, especially in the 
media and the education system. Even in articles discussing the promotion of specific 
non-Han languages, the term “少数民族 (minority nationality)” is often used instead of 
the specific nationality (e.g. 壮族 /Zhuang nationality, 彝族/ Yi nationality or 纳西族  
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6.3 FINDINGS RELATED TO THE IMPLEMENTATION QUESTION 
(TO BROADLY EVALUATE THE EFFECT OF MINORITY LINGUISTIC POLICY 
IN ZHUANG AND NUOSU AREAS AND WAYS IN WHICH ITS 
IMPLEMENTATION WAS RESISTED) 
This part of the discussion of the findings aims to look at how linguistic policy is 
affecting the vitality of Zhuang and Nuosu (6.3.1) and to try to analyse the ways in 
which those opposed to the officially declared pluralist policy subtly behaved in order 
to ensure it was not put into practice (6.3.2). 
  
6.3.1 EFFECT OF LINGUISTIC POLICY IN ZHUANG AND NUOSU AREAS 
6.3.1.1 EFFECT OF THE PROMOTION IN ZHUANG AREAS 
As already pointed out, the campaigns to promote the Zhuang script affected only a 
small proportion of the total Zhuang-speaking population (moreover the figures for 
attainment of Zhuang literacy could have been inflated) and only for a limited time, 
there typically being no or insufficient follow-up activities. The failure of the policy has 
made many people sceptical and cynical about possible future Zhuang medium literacy 
attempts and confirmed their belief that the only way forward is via the Han language 
and script. Those few who attained and made an effort to use Zhuang literacy or who 
were convinced by the promotion of its necessity, must feel let down by the collapse of 
the promotion. Recent official sources mention the promotions as a fact where 
convenient, but generally remain silent about any need for a Zhuang script. Where 
Zhuang is referred to, it is in the context of interference in the learning of Mandarin 
(e.g. in having problems in distinguishing between the Mandarin sounds k and g or 
placing adjectives and measure words after nouns).  
 
What the promotion did achieve, was to make people aware of the concept of a Zhuang 
language and even of a Zhuang script (whether or not they agreed and identified with it) 
for something which was previously only considered a series of vulgar patois spoken by 
different clans.  This awareness was not sufficient to gain powerful mass support and 
any concrete action to relaunch it seems to have been taken off the agendas of most 
people with political influence. Many people -generally not those in positions of power 
and influence- still perceive the need for Zhuang literacy, but are divided on, and vague 
about, what kind of script should be used and on how to go about promoting it. 
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6.3.1.2 EFFECT OF THE PROMOTION IN NUOSU AREAS 
Official Statistics  
Maheimujia (1985: 49) cites statistics from the end of 1983 showing that Xide and 
Zhaojue had already been proclaimed basically illiteracy-free counties. In the 
predominantly Nuosu areas of the 4 counties of Jinyang, Butuo, Yuexi and Xichang, 
youths were basically made literate and throughout Liangshan the illiteracy rate among 
the Nuosu population had dropped from more than 90% in 1956 to 47% in 1983.  
 
In Zhaojue County in 1990 a countywide survey “household by household and person 
by person” was carried out among the newly literate and potential subjects of further 
literacy campaigns. Those surveyed received a rural population training registration 
card from Zhaojue County. The figures I copied by hand from the report (Zhaojue 
County General Report, 1995) whilst on a field trip in Zhaojue obviously contain 
errors, but reported that approximately two thirds of the respondents were literate, 
overwhelmingly in Nuosu (over 5 times more than in Han). The report did not say how 
many of those literate in Han were also literate in Nuosu; neither did it enter into the 
question of what literacy in Han means. According to the figures from my field notes, 
of 59,119 people surveyed throughout the county, 39,486 declared themselves literate 
in the Nuosu script and 7,588 people in the Han script. Of this last group, 3,387 people 
had attained a primary school level of the Han script, 945 that of lower secondary 
school and 42 of upper secondary school.  Moreover 19,650 (4,952 men and 14,677 
women -33.2% of those surveyed) had been made partially literate. The report does not 
specify in which language, but the great majority would logically be in Nuosu. 
  
According to the statistics cited by Maheimuya and Yao, by 1994, 66.8% of adult 
Nuosu peasants in Liangshan had become literate and eight counties with populous, 
predominately Nuosu, areas were not far off their objective of eradicating illiteracy. 
34.64% of primary and secondary pupils (throughout Liangshan Prefecture) were 
already receiving bilingual education of either Type 2 (mostly) or 1. In total, near to a 
third of the Nuosu population of Liangshan, more than 500,000 people, were capable of 
writing their script in 1993.   
 
This rosy image presented by many articles and by cadres I interviewed in Liangshan is 
contradicted by information from other interviewees and some articles giving 
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significantly lower literacy rates. For example, the analysis of Harrell of literacy rates 
in rural Xide County, discussed in the following section.  
 
The results of Harrell (2001a)’s questionnaire on the degree of literacy in a core 
Nuosu area (carried out in approximately 1994)  
I treat Harrell (2001a: 116-121)’s literacy questionnaire at length, because it is one of 
the few such detailed statistical surveys which provides feedback about literacy 
measures, and because it was carried out by a reliable researcher who although an 
outsider, knows Liangshan, its people and its language well. The area of Mbi Shy 
(Mishi in Han) in rural Xide County was chosen, where Nuosu is the automatic medium 
of oral communication, except for a small minority of Han traders and teachers, and 
encompassed 2 very different villages. Jiemo is a village, with reasonable links to the 
outside world. Educational standards, along with literacy rates and knowledge of Han, 
are much higher than the average for core Nuosu areas of Liangshan.  
  
Of the 147 people questioned in the moderately isolated and self-sufficient village of 
Matalo (“with almost no modern amenities or access to avenues of outward or upward 
mobility” Harrell, 2001a: 111), of which 44% (71% of the men and 13% of the women) 
had a knowledge of spoken Han (Harrell does not say to what standard), only 30% were 
literate in Nuosu (55% of the men and 7% of the women). 
 
31%, of those questioned (47% of the men and 14% of the women) were literate in 
Han, a very high rate if we bear in mind that 56% of the respondents (29% of the men 
and 87% of the women) had no knowledge of spoken Han. Harrell does not say how the 
category “literate in Han” was defined: I suspect it was knowledge of a rather restricted 
number of Han characters. 
 
It is also is important to point out that 20% of the respondents are literate in both Nuosu 
and Han: in other words half of the people who were literate at all were literate in both 
languages. Two thirds of the people literate in Nuosu were also literate in Han and vice 
versa.  The proportion of totally illiterate respondents was 58% (32% of the men and 
83% of the women). There is no mention of how knowledge of one script might have 
affected the learning of the other. 
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In the less isolated, and thus more hanised Jiemo, a village of former slaves near the 
administrative centre of Mbi Shy, Harrell (2001a: ibid.) questioned 149 people of 
whom 74% (89% of the men and 56% of the women) had some knowledge of spoken 
Han and only 40% were literate in Nuosu (53% of the men and 26% of the women). 
 
In contrast a significantly higher proportion, 51%, of the respondents (72% of the men 
and 26% of the women) declared themselves literate in Han - and this in a sample 
where 26% of the respondents (11% of the men and 44% of the women) had no 
knowledge of spoken Han. 
 
In this case 30% of the respondents were literate in Nuosu and Han. As in Matalo, this 
accounted for half of the people who were literate in any of the two languages. Three 
quarters of those literate in Nuosu were also literate in Han (more than in Matalo), but 
only three fifths of those literate in Han were also literate in Nuosu (less than in 
Matalo). The proportion of totally illiterate respondents was 38% (17% of the men and 
63% of the women). 
 
Interpretation of the results of Harrell’s questionnaire 
In both villages the low proportion of people literate in Nuosu is discouraging for 
proponents of universal mother-tongue literacy. In Jiemo, where people have a better 
knowledge of Han, the proportions of women literate in Nuosu and Han are the same 
and the proportion of men literate in Han is significantly higher than in Nuosu. In 
Matalo, the total proportions of Nuosu and Han literates are almost the same (the 
proportion in Nuosu is in fact slightly higher!) and, surprisingly, there are more women 
literate in Han than in Nuosu and more men literate in Nuosu than in Han. Regarding 
Nuosu literacy rates, Harrell (2001a:120) comments: 
 
     ….literacy in Nuosu is either passing away or is acquired at later ages (or our figures 
may underestimate this slightly with the younger population, since we tended to 
concentrate on their school achievement).  
 
This quote refers to the fact that in Matalo, whereas 69% of men between 21 and 40 
and 63% of the men older than 40 declared themselves to be literate in Nuosu, only 
29% of the boys (the few girls literate in Nuosu also followed this pattern) aged 
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when they have a knowledge of Han and acquire literacy in it, feel themselves 
adequately “literate” and do not feel the need to learn the Nuosu script. This could be 
interpreted as a symptom of a speech community in the early stages of language shift 
from Nuosu to Han. 
  
This survey shows that a speech community in a county which was supposed to have 
attained near universal literacy in reality fell far short of this aim and calls into question 
the official literacy figures quoted earlier. Can official literacy figures be trusted?  It is 
possible that the area surveyed by Harrell has exceptionally low Nuosu literacy rates for 
a core area or that many of those counted by Harrell as illiterate in Nuosu had relapsed 
into illiteracy or semi-illiteracy since the literacy campaigns of the late 1970s and early 
1980s, whereas official figures included all those that had attended earlier literacy 
courses. If the latter is true, it is clear that not everyone who enrols in a literacy course 
and even successfully completes it, can necessarily be counted as a permanent literate, 
and also that since the abolition of collective agriculture it has been much more difficult 
to ensure mass participation in literacy activities.   
 
In Jiemo, we clearly have the first stage of a rural bilingual community in the making, 
in what was largely considered a core Nuosu area and we might anticipate that in a 
generation or so hanisation will have proceeded to the degree found today in 
Manshuiman (see 6.1). More inaccessible surrounding areas will take longer to be 
hanised, but an unstoppable process has already been set in motion. Outside the core 
areas there are already large rural areas where many people know Han. Wuda (2002) 
describes the situation in rural Ganluo County (where many more people are bilingual 
in Han than in core counties such as Zhaojue and Meigu) and many Nuosu are 
beginning to use Han with one another in determined situations. With regard to the use 
of the script in such areas, Wuda (ibid: 4) quotes a xiang level cadre:  
 
乡下的农民识字的不多，文件传达多数靠口头翻译。不管是彝文文件还是汉文文件
，我们都用彝语翻译给村民们听，政府文件多数是用汉文写的。Not many peasants 
in the countryside are literate and depend upon oral translations of documents. Whether 
the documents are written in Yi or in Han, we interpret them in oral Yi. Most government 
documents are written in Han. 
 
 
This does not support the achievement of universal literacy in rural Ganluo and also 
calls into doubt the extent to which official documents are translated into Nuosu.  
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Judging from informal discussions with Nuosu scholars and educationalists and claims 
(e.g. Ma Muju, 1999: 200 –see 1.7.1.5) of some falsfication of official figures, I think 
official figures should be treated with healthy scepticism, although I think it unlikely 
that they did not at least reflect a general trend. I imagine that Harrell’s results probably 
reflect the reality of a large part of Nuosu core rural areas, although it is important to 
remember that Xide does have larger concentrations of Han in its county town (and 
along the railway line) as well as better access to the outside world than Meigu and 
Zhaojue. It is possible that there are areas with significantly higher Nuosu literacy rates, 
which I would expect to vary from area to area according to how literacy work had 
been implemented locally. When I tried to take a spontaneous “straw poll” of literacy 
rates in two rural villages in Meigu in August 2005, residents’ estimates varied from 
90% to 20% of the male population and a minority of women.  I think the disparities 
were partly caused by respondents not knowing how to classify passive and lapsed 
literates.  
 
Harrell (2001a: 73) commenting on the fact that most people in the core Nuosu areas 
are monolingual, paints a cheerier picture of Nuosu literacy than the results of his 
literacy survey, 
  
      There is very little occasion for anyone to use any language other than Nuosu, 
especially with the increasing availability of books, newspapers, and government 
notices written in that language. 
 
Bradley (2001) shares this optimism, concluding that  
 
     The Shynra syllabic script is very widely seen and used throughout the Liangshan 
Prefecture and to a lesser extent in Ninglang County in north-western Yunnan. 
(ibid: 212) 
  
     The commitment to Yi and other minority languages in China is much more than 
superficial. It has become an important part of developing the Yi identity. .......In 
general, the Sichuan syllabic script is a great success ... (ibid: 213)  
 
I would say that Bradley and Harrell are viewing the half-full bottle of events. After all, 
there could have been no popular response to the Nuosu script and the situation could 
have turned out as in Guangxi. Universal literacy could be interpreted as having 
reached as many peasants as possible given the limited resources and funding at their 
disposition and taking into account that many people who have attended courses do not 
become fully and permanently literate.   
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The literature on adult literacy campaigns in Liangshan states that universal literacy has 
essentially been achieved in core Nuosu areas thanks to Nuosu literacy campaigns, but 
when reading about the educational problems of Liangshan (lack of school attendance, 
the high drop-out rate etc.) it becomes clear that this is not the whole picture. 
  
When referring to adult literacy campaigns, Liangshan Autonomous Yi Prefectural 
Nationalities Research Institute (various authors) (1992), and many other sources, 
consider that these have achieved swift eradication of illiteracy among the Nuosu. 
However, when referring to education of children of school age, they point out that 
illiteracy has not been eradicated and that new pupils constantly relapse into illiteracy. 
They quote statistics of the fourth National Census (published in the Liangshan Daily 
of 7
th
 of December 1990), according to which 1,329,944 people aged over 15, in other 
words 36.37% of the total population of Liangshan (of all nationalities including the 
Han) were either illiterate or only knew a few characters (presumably of any script). 
This is an illiteracy rate 1.78% higher than that of the first National Census of the 1 of 
July of 1982 which was 34.59%. It is hard to know with certainty if the illiteracy rate 
really did rise (for example due to decollectivisation) or if the censuses were inaccurate. 
What is clear is that the situation had not improved as it should have taking into 
account the literacy campaigns of the 1980s. As Han populations tend to have lower 
illiteracy rates than Nuosu ones, the probability is that a large proportion of those >36% 
illiterates were Nuosu, although it is hard to know if Nuosu literacy had been properly 
included or what the distribution of illiteracy was between Nuosu of core and non-core 
counties.  
 
To recapitulate, core Nuosu areas of Liangshan are still predominantly monolingual, 
but knowledge of Han is spreading steadily. Nuosu in county towns are undergoing a 
large degree of language shift to Han and in many rural areas bilingualism with a large 
degree of diglossia is increasing. It is hard to know the reliable extent of Nuosu literacy. 
  
6.3.1.3 ETHNOLINGUISTIC VITALITY IN ZHUANG AND NUOSU AREAS 
In Chapter 4, I briefly mentioned Giles, Bourhis and Taylor (1977: 309)’s criteria for 
measuring ethnolinguistic vitality. Most of their factors for objective identity and 
aspects of subjective vitality have been treated in detail in this and other chapters, 
although not organised under the same framework. Here, I would like to very briefly 
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show how I have tried (superficially) to apply their vitality framework to the Zhuang 
and Nuosu. I would like to stress that the vitality scores I have assigned are based on 
my subjective perception of the the Nuosu and Zhuang situations. 
 
Table 1: The situation of Zhuang in Guangxi. 
  
Vitality: LOW  
 
These values –shown in capitals- are based on my subjective knowledge of the situation of Zhuang 












- Active rural speakers have 
a low degree of control over 
the economic life of western 
Guangxi, the economy 
being very much in the 




Group distribution factors 
• Traditional territory 
(rural western areas of 
Guangxi and eastern 
Yunnan) 
Constitutes small proportion 
of total land area of China, 
but half of Guangxi. 
Significant hanised urban 
centres within this area.         





High proportion of speakers 
in above areas. 
- HIGH 
Formal  (top-down) support 
• mass media 
Anecdotal - LOW 
• education 
Anecdotal - LOW 
• government services 
     Anecdotal  - LOW 
The Zhuang ethnolinguistic 
community’s socio-political 
influence and power is extremely 
weak with a lack of “aware elites, 
activists and capable leaders who 
support culture and language” 
.High-and middle-level hanised 
Zhuang cadres tend to have little 
sympathy for the language. Zhuang 
speakers tend to use Han in 
different institutions and domains as 




- Most speakers of Zhuang 
have a very low degree of 
social self-confidence and 
tend to strongly link 
progress and modernity to a 
knowledge of Han. 
 
- LOW 
Group number factors 
• absolute numbers 
-Biggest non-Han linguistic 
group in China. - HIGH 
• birth-rate 
MEDIUM LOW 
• mixed marriages 
?MEDIUM LOW 





- of Zhuang  
- ?MEDIUM HIGH? 
 
Informal (bottom-up) support 
 
• industry 
Non-existent or anecdotal. 
• religion 
Some use of fangkuaizi and 
Chinese characters adapted to 
Zhuang dialects. 
• culture 
Limited, small-scale, isolated 
use. 
- LOW in all above cases 
 
Giles, Bourhis and Taylor (1977: 
316-317) warn of negative effect 
when area of ethnolinguistic group 
has lower rate of development 
during phase of rapid 
socioeconomic modernisation –this 
is the case of rural Zhuang areas. 
Sociohistorical status 
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have little or no historical 
consciousness of the 
“Zhuang” as a group, 
identifying either with local, 
non-official ethnic groups 
or with the Han language 
and culture. Many Zhuang 
believe they are descended 
from Han ancestors who 




Language status within 
predominantly Zhuang-
speaking areas of western 
Guangxi 
 
- Almost no official or 








Language status without 
- Anecdotal and superficial 
fact that Zhuang is official 
and has been promoted and 
has been used on banknotes 
and signposts has been 
widely trumpeted. 
Otherwise Zhuang is hidden 
from view.  
 





Conclusion: only for the demographic factors would Zhuang appear to have favourable 
factors. But these are of little use if not accompanied by high levels of status and 
institutional support. While Zhuang is still the only language of millions of people, the 
low degree of ethnolinguistic vitality does not augur well for the future.   
 
Giles, Bourhis and Taylor (1977: 309)’s criteria for measuring ethnolinguistic vitality 
applied superficially to the situation of Nuosu in Liangshan. 
 
Objective Ethnolinguistic Vitality  MEDIUM 
 
I have given values –shown in red- based on my subjective knowledge of the situation of Nuosu  
(according to a  5-point scale: high, medium-high, medium, medium-low, low). 
STATUS  
 
- MEDIUM / MEDIUM 
HIGH  
Vitality is much higher in 
DEMOGRAPHY 
 
- MEDIUM HIGH 
INSTITUTIONAL SUPPORT 
-MEDIUM (although in 
comparison with many other 
ethnolinguistic groups in China, it 
may be perceived as “high”). 
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rural than in urban areas, 
where the educated elite 
often bring up their children 
to become Han-speaking Yi 
rather than Nuosu-speaking 
Nuosu. 
Economic status 
- Active loyal rural speakers 
appear to have a low degree 
of control over the 
economic life of Liangshan, 
the economy being very 
much in the hands of Han. 
Having said this, there have 




Group distribution factors 
• Traditional core Nuosu 
areas (rural mountainous 
areas of Liangshan) 
Constitutes small proportion 
of total land area of China, 
but a large part of Liangshan 
Autonomous Prefecture and 
several neighbouring 





Formal  (top-down) support 
• mass media 
Daily newspaper- MEDIUM 
• education 
widespread -MEDIUM 
• government services 
- MEDIUM 
 
The Nuosu ethnolinguistic 
community’s socio-political 
influence and power is strong 
compared to most south-western 
minorities, but weak in absolute 
terms. There is a traditional, bimo-
orientated elite and many “aware 
articulate educated activists and 
capable leaders who support culture 
and language. Many Nuosu use 
their language in different 
institutions and domains. However, 
the growth of urban-based Hanised 
elites, many of whose members 
reject their ethnolinguistic identity 
has dampened the support of such 
activists. 
- MEDIUM TO MEDIUM LOW   
Social status 
 
- a) Most rural speakers of 
Nuosu have a high degree 
of social self-confidence. 
However, like the Zhuang 
they tend to strongly link 
progress and modernity to a 
knowledge of Han. 
- HIGH 
 
  b) However, among many 
members of the urban 
hanised elite there is an 
inferiority complex vis a vis 
Han language and culture, 
while at the same time 
being proud of their Nuosu 
origins. 
- LOW 
Group number factors 
• absolute numbers 
<2 million (<50% of 
Liangshan population)  -  
       - MEDIUM HIGH 
• birth-rate 
- MEDIUM HIGH 
• in-group marriages 
-marriages with outsiders or 
even between castes virtually 
non-existent 
HIGH 
• Significant immigration 
of Han, especially to 
urban centres (county 
towns etc.) 
- MEDIUM LOW effect on 
ethnolinguistic vitality. 
 
• Steady emigration of 
Nuosu to urban centres, 
both inside and beyond 
Liangshan. 
- MEDIUM LOW  effect on 
ethnolinguistic vitality 
 
Informal (bottom-up) support 
 
• industry and commerce 
Limited use in local businesses 
and shops. 
- MEDIUM LOW 
• Religion 




There is though a tendency to 
foster in urban areas a Han-
speaking “Yi” culture. 
- Generally HIGH 
 
Giles, Bourhis and Taylor (1977: 
316-317) warn of negative effect 
when area of ethnolinguistic group 
has lower rate of development 
during phase of rapid 
socioeconomic modernisation –this 
is the case of rural Nuosu areas in 
an exaggerated way. 
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-Most Nuosu speakers, even 
hanised ones, have a high 
level of historical 
consciousness of the 




Language status within 
predominantly Nuosu-
speaking areas of 
Liangshan 
 
- In core areas very much in 
evidence. 
 





Language status without 
- Symbolic 






The vitality for all 3 factors was significantly higher than for the Zhuang, reflecting the 
general conclusions of this thesis. However, if firm supportive measures are not taken, 
ultimate long-term lanugage shift may still take place. 
 
 
6.3.2 COVERT HAN-CENTRISM IN PLURALISTIC LINGUISTIC POLICY 
Part of the gap between idealistic pluralistic principles and the reality of how Chinese 
minority languages and scripts have been, and are being, promoted can be explained by 
prevalent chauvinistic Han centrism among a large part of the Han and hanised 
minority speakers, which essentially carries on the traditional long-term project of the 
Middle Kingdom in which the concepts Han and Chinese are synonymous. As 
commented on in Chapter 4, such chauvinism seems to be inherent among speakers of 
dominant majority languages. Bearing this in mind, perhaps the strength of monopolist 
Han-centeredness, in spite of running counter to the multicultural façade and rhetoric of 
Chinese Marxist theory, is more understandable. In this vein Kaplan and Baldauf 
(1997: 201) explain that: 
  
There is a perceived tension between language as a vehicle for national unity and any 
multilingual cultural and personal needs of groups and individuals, which are viewed as 
divisive and therefore needing to be controlled. In multicultural societies, the ‘person in 
the street’s view often is that the dominant language is under threat, despite the fact that 
census and other data shows that it is the minority languages that are finding it difficult to 
hold their own. La Ponce (1987, 1993) has argued that languages, like animals, need and 
defend their territories. It is in this context that the nation-state model of  language policy 
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and planning development has led in almost all cases, to either the overt or covert 
suppression of minority (i.e. not in the numerical sense, but non-national, non-official) 
languages, even where there are multilingual policies in place. [Emphasis my own] 
 
This should ring a bell with observers of the Welsh, Catalan and Basque scenes, where 
majority language speakers often allege that they are being oppressed by speakers of 
the minority languages. Spaniards from outside Catalonia often assert that Spanish is in 
serious danger of dying out in parts of Catalonia and that many Catalan children can no 
longer speak it, an assertion which can at most only be true of some pre-school children 
in remote rural areas. Despite the majority language and culture not being in the 
slightest danger from the weaker peripheral ones, many speakers of majority languages 
appear to have a built-in need to affirm the adequacy and superiority of their language 
and culture through denigrating minority ones and denying them any space, to the point 
of often seeming almost insulted by their very existence (e.g. In  
Wales I have often heard comments like “Why do they insist on speaking Welsh 
[among themselves] when they know English perfectly well?”). In contrast to the 
monopolistic phase, Han-centrism in the second pluralistic phase is characterised 
mainly by covert language planning measures motivated by hidden agendas of those in 
positions of influence and power.  
 
In 6.2.4, I concluded that both the more efficient implementation of the policy in Nuosu 
than in Zhuang areas and the limited implementation of the policy in the Nuosu areas 
were to a large extent due to top-down measures in favour of minority language and 
script promotion not being implemented at all or only being partially or half-heartedly 
applied. As was mentioned in 4.1.1, language planning measures can be either overt or 
covert. In order to understand events in language planning in Communist China it is 
important to be aware of the latter as well as the declared explicit official aims. This has 
had particular importance in the second pluralistic phase (since the beginning of the 
post-Maoist era), in the course of which the principle (so emphasised in the first 
pluralistic phase prior to the Anti-Rightist Movement and Great Leap Forward) that 
nationalities should be able to use their languages and scripts in the maximum number 
of domains and contexts has been largely discarded and quietly laid to rest. Thus, 
covert measures have been used as a vehicle for implementing a Han-centric agenda in 
language policy, at worst totally paralysing and at best rendering less effective, the 
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overt official policies aimed at promoting and developing the non-Han minority 
language. 
  
At a local level, covert support on behalf of minority languages is certainly not totally 
unknown, but covert measures have on the whole been behaviour or assumptions, direct 
or indirect, which have favoured Han at the expense of the non-Han languages.   
 
By covert “Han-centric” measures I do not necessarily mean coordinated, centrally-
planned or even well-formulated actions. In fact, as the measures are “covert” or 
“hidden” and never generally discussed, they are often not easily identifiable. Such 
measures refer to actions detrimental to the promotion of minority languages and their 
scripts which are taken by people who are in a position to influence in some way the 
implementation of minority nationality language planning. Equally they could refer to 
the absence of actions supportive of the promotion of minority languages. Where such 
behaviour is widespread and occurs at the highest levels, it comes close to being 
“covert unrecognised official policy”. I believe the policy of the Guangxi 
administration towards Zhuang from the late 1980s onwards (and possibly earlier) falls 
into this category.  
 
Frequently, action is taken on a sporadic, individualised or localised basis, meaning the 
policy is implemented differently in different areas. Thus in one area the policy (for 
example the setting up of bilingual schools or literacy classes) might be conscientiously 
carried out, in another area only partially and in yet another may not be implemented at 
all (a rather common occurrence).  It is not unusual for different levels of the 
administration to display very different attitudes towards the policy and for the same 
individuals within it to display different attitudes to different aspects of policy. For 
example some cadres I met in Guangxi and Liangshan were in favour of adult literacy 
campaigns but not of bilingual education. Also different individuals sometimes have 
different hidden agendas based on different interests and thus will react in different 
ways. All in all, the situation can be very complex. 
 
Given that the initial official language policy was highly egalitarian, the failure of its 
implementation in Zhuang areas, and its limited success in Liangshan, can be largely 
attributed to covert measures and actions (often consisting in simply ignoring the 
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promotion of Zhuang or Nuosu) motivated by hidden agendas of cadres (both Han and 
non-Han at different levels). Below I have listed some of the covert measures or actions 
which have hindered the implementation of a pluralistic language policy. There is 
much overlap between the different categories and some of the arguments have already 
been discussed under the Relative Success Question are aired here, although from a 
different angle. 
  
Central to the understanding of the “covert measures” or “hidden agendas” described 
below is the linguistic behaviour of Han residents (whether long-established or recent 
incomers) of minority areas and neighbouring Han areas, upon whom there is no 
official pressure to learn Nuosu or Zhuang except in the case of some rural cadres. The 
first covert policy I would like to consider is this lack of compulsion for Han residents 
of Liangshan and Guangxi to learn Nuosu or Zhuang. I start by discussing to what 
extent this group has (or has not) learnt Nuosu or Zhuang (emphasising more the 
situation in Liangshan). 
 
6.3.2.1 HAN IN MINORITY AREAS NEED NOT LEARN NON-HAN LANGUAGES  
The extent to which Han speakers learn Zhuang or Nuosu 
Given the large and ever increasing numbers (due to migration from Han areas) of Han 
speakers in Zhuang and Nuosu-speaking areas, it is important to examine how local 
Han react to the presence of the Zhuang and Nuosu languages, in order to see how this 
might affect language shift (see the previous section). The readiness of Han to learn and 
use minority tongues contributes to the linguistic vitality of these languages and to how 
necessary it is for minority language-speakers to learn and use Han to communicate 
with Han-speakers. In the west of Wales and in Catalonia, the desirability of integrating 
incomers in the minority language speech communities has been the subject of much 
debate over the last several decades. Yao Changdao (1994: 40) reports that some 23% 
of Han nationality cadres and 5% of Han peasants in Liangshan use the Nuosu language 
(he makes no explicit mention of the script) to varying degrees in the course of their 
work, proportions which are presumably significantly higher in rural monolingual 
areas, as the global figures also include lowland Han-dominated areas. In rural core 
Nuosu areas Han cadres would simply be unable to carry out their work if they did not 
understand and speak Nuosu. Below I consider how the degree of isolation of Han can 
affect their knowledge of the minority languages. 
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The foregoing figures contrast with 93% of Nuosu cadres using the Han language and 
script in their work and 29% of non-Han peasants in Liangshan bilingual in Han (also 
cited by Yao Changdao, 1994: 40). The tendency to include all non-Han minorities in 
one category is widespread, even in Yao’s article which is specifically about the 
promotion of the Nuosu language and script. This can be disconcerting, as different 
nationalities have different linguistic repertoires (which as I mentioned in an earlier 
section also vary considerably according to the geographic location). As Nuosu 
speakers make up the majority of people of non-Han nationality, we can take it for 
granted that this figure is not so wide of the mark and that the figure for Nuosu-
speakers bilingual in Han is a bit lower than that of minorities as a whole, there being 
some non-Nuosu speaking minority nationalities well on their way to being hanised 
(e.g. eastern Naze speakers). At the same time, a large proportion of Nuosu in Lesser 
Liangshan, the river valleys with large concentrations of Han and those resident in the 
county towns of even core Nuosu areas such as Zhaojue are bilingual in Han.  
 
The linguistic situation among members of the Han nationality who live in areas 
isolated from concentrations of Han.  
Although I have heard of many cases of isolated Han individuals living in remote 
south-western minority areas being completely assimilated into minority language 
speech communities (e.g. in the case of intermarriage), it is not common in 
contemporary times, given the high prestige of the Han language. In Nuosu areas the 
strong Nuosu ethnic conscientiousness and prohibition on marrying outside their ethnic 
group or caste, help to inhibit social integration more than in Zhuang areas. Until the 
1950s, the capture of Han peasants (and of other non-Nuosu ethnic groups) as slaves 
was common among the Nuosu. These slaves were totally assimilated into the Nuosu 
culture and language community within a generation. Slaves were forbidden to go on 
speaking their non-Nuosu languages. At present the descendents of captured Han slaves 
do not want to know about their possible Han origins. 
  
In isolated rural areas with a monolingual Nuosu majority and miniscule Han minority, 
it is generally impossible for Han to avoid acquiring Nuosu, as long as the isolated Han 
have an interest in communicating with the monolingual Nuosu or have no choice but 
to do so. In Zhaojue County  I heard of Han cadres in remote areas who spoke and even 
wrote Nuosu fluently and whose children often spoke it among themselves (to the point 
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that their parents feared that they would not learn Han properly). I have been told of 
similar cases in core rural Zhuang areas, where Han cadres and others are more likely 
to intermarry and socially integrate into the Zhuang speech community than their 
Nuosu counterparts. 
  
However, there is a attitude of superiority among many remote bilingual or trilingual 
Han because they know that when it comes down to it their language is the important 
state language and  
 
...it is much more likely that minority people will find Han language useful that the other 
way around. After all, higher education and most governmental functions are carried out 
either exclusively in Han or in Han plus some other language; rarely is a minority tongue 
without translation used. Harrell (2001a: 304)  
 
This causes a situation where many remote Han are only prepared to speak in Nuosu if 
their Nuosu interlocutors do not master Han. 
 
Other Han, however, seem set on not learning minority languages despite being very 
isolated from other Han-speakers (their contacts in Han being often limited to just a few 
individuals) and where the mastery of the minority language spoken all around them 
would in my opinion simplify their lives greatly. I met a Han shopkeeper in a tiny 
logging camp some hours drive northwards from Lijiang, where virtually all the local 
population, apart from Han loggers and lorry drivers, were Naxi-speakers with either no 
or a poor knowledge of Han. She saw no point in learning even a couple of words of 
Naxi and seemed quite offended by the very suggestion that she do so. Obviously she 
felt that only the relation with the lorry drivers and loggers counted and as far as she 
was concerned if any Naxi wanted to speak to her they should do so through the 
medium of Han. Harrell (ibid.: 304) cites an example of a Han who previously had 
good instrumental motives for acquiring Nuosu (having been forced to communicate 
with monolingual non-Han speakers) and upon being no longer obliged to use it as a 
medium of communication (although still with plenty of opportunities to do so in his 
everyday live) either genuinely regressed in Nuosu or on psycholinguistic grounds 
decided he could not function in it.  
 
...old man from Muli, [who] was originally from a Han family who were 
tenants of a landowner. One year his family owed the landlord three silver 
ingots but could produce only two, so the landlord captured him and he 
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worked for nine years in the lord’s house as a slave. But now, forty years 
later, living in Baiwu, a community with a majority Nuosu population, he 
remembers only a few words of the language. 
 
It seems that in the present linguistic climate where Han is seen as progress and non-
Han languages as symbols of backwardness, that Han-Nuosu and Han-Zhuang 
interethnic communication will increasingly be through the medium of Han, even 
though some isolated Han (who need to break their isolation by using non-Han 
languages) do learn and use them. My impression is that recent arrivals from 
predominantly Han areas are unlikely candidates for learning minority languages, 
unless they see communication with non-Han monolinguals as essential for their 
survival. Whether children of Han growing up in miniscule Han-speaking communities 
acquire non-Han languages depends largely on the extent of social contact with non-
Han-speaking communities.  
 
Importantly, unlike majority language speakers in Catalonia or parts of western Wales, 
most people of Han nationality in minority areas are not actively encouraged to learn 
and use minority languages and scripts. The fact that the language is seen and promoted 
as only something for people of the associated nationality, whereas Han is a language 
for people of all nationalities, greatly restricts peoples’ expectations of the range of use 
of minority languages.  
 
The linguistic situation among members of the Han nationality who live in rural 
Han-speaking communities in close proximity to minority language speakers 
As mentioned in the case of Manshuiwan (see 6.1.3.3), some rural Han who have lived 
in close proximity to Nuosu for generations have gained competence in Nuosu, even 
though their Nuosu interlocutors are fluent in Han. Goullart (1959)’s guide to parts of 
Liangshan was a Han from a rural area near the Dadu River who spoke Nuosu, because 
his family had a lot of dealings with Nuosu.   
 
The linguistic situation among members of the Han nationality who live in 
administrative centres of core non-Han areas 
In general Han who have no need to learn minority languages avoid doing so. In county 
towns such as Zhaojue the pressure to learn Nuosu is not as great as in more isolated 
areas due to a high proportion of Han-speaking inhabitants, but is still necessary if they 
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wish to function properly and have meaningful contact with the local population, 
especially if they relate to people from the outskirts of the county town or the 
surrounding countryside. Many Han I met in the administrative centre of Zhaojue 
seemed offended when I asked them if they spoke Nuosu, even though there were 
monolingual Nuosu all around them.  Harrell (2001a) confirms my impression, gained 
among the Han of Nuosu and Zhuang areas, as well as among those who live in areas of 
other minorities, that the Han do everything possible to avoid using minority languages: 
 
Most Han in the Anning Valley and in other areas of concentrated Han settlement are 
also strictly monolingual: I once astonished an old Han lady, a lifelong resident of 
Yanyuan, when she overheard me speaking Nuosu on the street, since she did not 
understand a word and considered the Nuosu language to be impossibly difficult, even 
though it was all around her (ibid: 73).  
 
............. The Han-area Han can live their lives in almost total ignorance of minority 
society and culture - it is almost unheard of, for example, for Han people from the areas 
in and around Yanyuan City to know anything at all of the Nuosu language (ibid: 301). 
 
On my 2005 visit to Meigu County town most Han shopkeepers I asked were not 
openly hostile towards the Nuosu language but said that being recent arrivals from Han 
areas they did not speak Nuosu. They claimed that most Han who had lived there for 
over 10 years were competant in Nuosu, a claim I had insufficient time to test. 
 
The linguistic situation among Han in traditional Han towns 
The Han inhabitants of cities surrounded by Nuosu areas felt very insecure prior to the 
communist “pacification” of Liangshan:  
 
Typical of ancient Chinese cities, it [Mianning] was surrounded by a huge wall, 
penetrated only by four large gates which were always closed promptly as the sun sank 
beneath the surrounding mountains. Above each gate and at intervals along the wall were 
guard houses. Such precaution reflected the ongoing Chinese fear of the Nosu.  
 
Well might they fear. Nosu crowded the streets, buying and selling their wares. Outside 
the city, they were armed to the hilt, often with rifle, pistol and a full cartridge belt. All of 
their firearms were checked at the gates when they entered the city, but the Chinese could 
never be sure what other weapons might be hidden under their loose, sweeping clothes. 
Covell (1990: 116-117) 
 
As far as I have been able to ascertain, most Han of these cities traditionally had no 
knowledge of Nuosu except if they had intense contacts with members of this ethnic 
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it was stressed that minorities should not be pressurised to learn Mandarin –although 
the practice was frequently very different!), great stress is laid on acquiring Mandarin, 
usually considerably more than on learning the minority language. In areas where 
minority language speaking pupils are exposed to, or familiar with, Han, it is frequently 
considered not necessary to teach the standard minority language and script – indeed 
this is also the case of a large proportion of those without prior exposure to Han.  
   
A large part of the promotion of minority scripts is linked to the posterior promotion of 
the Han script. Wherever possible, the use of the Latin alphabet is selected to represent 
the minority script in order to facilitate the learning of Pinyin, the romanisation of used 
to teach Mandarin. In spite of frequent references to the convenience of Han (especially 
cadres) in minority areas also learning local minority languages, there is in practice no, 
or at best minimal, insistence on this point. There is certainly more insistence on 
minority cadres being competent in Han. Even Uyghur, Kazakh and Korean speakers, 
who have had the attainable potential to carry out all the normal domains of their lives 
in their languages have been pressurised to learn Mandarin if they want to be modern 
and take part in the 21
st
 Century. Given the geopolitical reality of China, few advocates 
of linguistic diversity would question the necessity (or at least desirability) of learning 
Han any more than they would that of linguistic minorities in Europe learning the state 
language of their country of residence, but the arguments in favour of learning 
Mandarin, the state language and desired inter-ethnic lingua franca, are often advanced 
much more strongly than those aimed at safeguarding the minority language, especially 
since the 1980s. 
 
There are no bilingual schools for the minority elites and once people have a 
knowledge of Mandarin, it is generally assumed (with the exception of some ethnically 
self-conscious parents of nationalities with a tradition of literacy) that they do not need 
non-Han language education and literacy. The only bilingual schools that elites will 
seriously consider are Han-English ones and these are not normally available in non-
Han areas. 
 
Therefore, although in theory all China’s languages are equal, given the political, 
economic and sociolinguistic reality, the Han language "is infinitely more equal than 
the others" and the only one that is really necessary even in minority areas. Before 
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being too judgemental of this linguistic inequality, it is convenient to remember that in 
Wales, English is “more equal” than Welsh and in Spain Castilian is also is “more 
equal” than Catalan, Galician and Basque – not to mention Aranese, Aragonese or 
Asturian!   
  
The Zhuang context 
What was the intention of the promoters of the Zhuang script and the Zhuang-speaking 
public among whom it was promoted? To provide a proper working unified Zhuang 
language for all time or just to use as a stepping-stone to Han language literacy? There 
is no doubt that many people only or chiefly thought of the latter option, but it is hard to 
know what proportion of its proponents (themselves a tiny minority) were as much or 
more interested in genuinely communicating in written Zhuang on a long-term basis in 
a bilingual society. The dedicated linguists involved in the promotion went to pains to 
point out that they did not intend the Zhuang script to merely be a way of accelerating 
linguistic shift, but rather a way of becoming bilingual in Han and Zhuang. For 











As far as the teaching of minority nationality languages and scripts is concerned, will 
you allow me to add 2 extra points? Firstly, mastering a minority nationality script 
can help to learn the Han language and script and does not hinder the learning of the 
Han script, meaning that it will not lead to travelling a "long and torturous road". But 
one cannot, and moreover should not, look upon nationality scripts as being 
"crutches" for learning the Han script, because crutches are meant to thrown away 
when no longer needed. According to the policies of the Equality of nationalities and 
their languages, nationality scripts are nationalities' primary scripts. The syllabus 
formulated by the Ministry of Education clearly specifies that "Han language 
teaching to minority nationality pupils in nationality secondary and primary schools 
is second language teaching." Secondly, whether minority nationalities want to create 
a script for their nationality or not is completely up to them to choose. On the basis of 
each minority nationality's individual circumstances, some use their own nationality's 
script and others are willing to adapt other scripts they deem suitable such as Han 
characters etc., others again change their mind after trying out one of these options; 
all these options are valid. One must believe in minority nationalities' invariably 
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being concerned in their own nationalities' progress and development and taking 
seriously the training of talent and the development of intellect. 
  
The Nuosu context  
Although the main theme of this thesis is to explain why the promotion of the 
Liangshan Nuosu script has met with a much greater degree of success and acceptation 
than the promotion of the Zhuang script in Guangxi, this by no means implies that the 
future of Nuosu as a standardised modern language has been assured for future 
generations.    
 
A main concern of linguistic policy in Liangshan is with the learning of the Han 
language and script. Although there is a lot of talk of the right of all minority 
nationalities to use and develop their own languages, and despite a lot having been said 
about the advantages of learning the Nuosu script, when it comes down to it, for many 
cadres and members of the public, the main motivation of Nuosu literacy campaigns 
(see 6.2.4) is to learn the Han language and script more efficiently (see 6.2.5).  I have 
not seen any institutional preoccupation with preventing the ongoing linguistic 
hanisation of many young Nuosu in urban areas, nor heard of any medium or long-term 
strategies to prevent irreversible language shift, when, in a possibly not too-distant 
future, the great majority of young Nuosu will basically master (to a large extent 
probably thanks to the bilingual policy) the Han language and characters. The 
socioeconomic and political power implied by a knowledge of the Han language, 
together with a high degree of Nuosu monolingualism in a large part of Liangshan, 
have ensured that the conservation of the Nuosu language has not been priority up till 
now, a situation which could change in the future if people react to protect it alongside 
Mandarin.  
 
Up till now the policy in areas where the majority of young Nuosu have a fair amount 
of exposure to Han, has been to introduce mainly Han-medium teaching, while at the 
same time teaching the Nuosu script (Type 2 bilingual schools) and often (for example 
in Nuosu-speaking Sprachinseln in the river valleys) only Han-only education is on 
offer, with no Nuosu literacy component at all. For many people, when the “problem” 
of non-Han monolingualism disappears, young bilingual Nuosu can and should be 
educated exclusively in Han with maybe the option of additional Nuosu literacy. 
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According to this point of view, there is no language problem.  Although this lack of 
Nuosu language provision for bilingual pupils also competent in Han could naturally be 
partially due to scarcity of funds, teachers and materials for mainly Nuosu-medium 
education, it does not show a strong commitment to the principal of linguistic equality. 
The question for me hinges on whether or not more proponents of linguistic policies 
aimed at preventing a complete language shift in favour of Han will appear. Will 
measures aimed at the creation of stable bilingualism and at protecting Nuosu from 
extinction, follow the example of Catalonia, for example?  
 
Heberer (2001: 231) refers thus to the limitations of the socio-political limitations of the 
Nuosu language: 
 
 The language and writing are widely restricted to primary schools, at best; 
Chinese becomes the primary language beginning in middle school. Because of 
this, the level of Yi language remains restricted, and the language and writing 
remain insufficiently developed. Increasingly, Yi language is being degraded to a 
language of the rural population. 
 
The many urban Nuosu parents (some themselves not very fluent in Han) who have 
stopped transmitting the Nuosu language to their children, in areas, such as Zhaojue 
County town (where an overwhelming majority still spoke mainly Nuosu in 1994) does 
not auger well for the future of the language. Even though informants in Liangshan 
quoted me plentiful examples of urbanised Nuosu bringing up their children in Nuosu, 
these by no means account for the majority of people in this situation.  
 
I am amazed by how many people (admittedly a minority) I met in Liangshan that did 
not seem to be worried by the possibility of language shift to Han. Sometimes this is 
expressed as outright declarations of the uselessness and limitations of Nuosu, but there 
are also supposed supporters of Nuosu language and culture who do not back up their 
words with deeds. There are, for example, even cases of Nuosu researchers of 
traditional Nuosu culture who have brought up their children only in Han.  
 
The Marxist argument of the inevitable (almost fatalistic), natural long-term fusion of 
languages and nationalities, which in the Chinese context means the assimilation of 
non-Han languages and of non-Mandarin Chinese “dialects” by standard Mandarin, 
enjoys widespread support in China and I was quoted this by many people as a rationale 
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for meekly accepting, and even encouraging, language shift.  Zhang Yurong, Yu 
Huibang and Ma Jinwei (1993: 116-7), while, like all Marxist writers accepting (at least 
nominally) this thesis, stress that it is an extremely long-term process which has to 
follow its natural course, during which minority languages and scripts should be 
developed side by side with Han on a basis of equality, each playing its indispensable 
part within distinct contexts. They criticise the viewpoint that minority languages and 
scripts will disappear soon as being unscientific, emphasising that the first phase of 
socialism is for developing, not extinguishing, minority languages.    
 
They see the implementation of bilingual education as guaranteeing such development 
and at the same time fully harnessing the minority language to help minority nationality 
students to learn Han better and faster. This improves and transforms the quality and 
standard of education, culture and economic conditions of the minorities. Furthermore 
they stress that the study and acquisition of the minority language and script is not 
merely a transitory staging post for the acquisition of Han, but rather an end in itself on 
a par with acquiring Han.   
 
The authors lament the lack of understanding on this point among both the public and 
cadres and stress the need for propaganda in favour of the importance, benefits and 
objectives of bilingual education as being essential for the success of the policy. 
 
Although insistence on the use and recognition of minority languages alongside 
Mandarin has varied, learning Mandarin has remained a priority. As in Guangxi and 
other minority areas, the language barrier is seen to be a major barrier to political 
integration into the modern Chinese state. 
  
在各民族中逐步普及汉语文的学习与使用的基础上,凉山州贯彻50年代提出的"
大力提倡, 重点推广, 逐步普及" 的方针, 逐步把"推普"工作提上日程, 局为主, 
语委协办, 主要在教师中举行一次普通话演讲比赛,…   In the 1950s, on the basis 
of the progressive popularisation of the study and use of Han-Mandarin among all 
minority nationalities, Liangshan Prefecture carried out a policy of  “vigorously 
encouraging the gradual dissemination through focal promotion points” putting the 
step by step promotion of Mandarin on the daily agenda. In the last few years, most 
counties, under the Education Bureau in collaboration with the Language Committee, 
hold a yearly Mandarin speaking competition mainly among teachers ... (Yao 
Changdao, 1994: 40) 
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The example of the speaking competition is a bit bizarre, but shows that even among 
educated people like teachers, fluency in Mandarin is far from assured. Yao does not 
mention to what extent the Mandarin variety promoted is that of Liangshan (South-
western Mandarin) or that of Beijing. Realistically it would be something between the 
two. An aim of the Liangshan Government according to Yao Changdao (1994: 40) is 
also to follow up Nuosu literacy classes with Han language and literacy classes for 
those Nuosu peasants.                                                                                                                                         
 
可以说, 在凉山已存在局部的初级双语制. It can be said that a partial situation of 
incipient bilingualism exists in Liangshan. 
 
However as mentioned in the previous section, this bilingualism is understood to be a 
phenomenon principally for Nuosu, rather than for Han, speakers.  
 
Closing remarks 
Although many promoters of minority scripts desperately believe in long-term 
bilingualism and the right to use them in a large variety of domains, the actual 
implementation puts much more emphasis on their function as crutches for the learning 
of Han.  
 
6.3.2.3 ENSURING HAN BECOMES UNIVERSAL LINGUA FRANCA, REPLACING REGIONAL 
ONES  
I mentioned in 5A.4.2.1 the traditional role of some non-Han languages as lingua 
francas such as Zhuang in parts of Guangxi, Nuosu in parts of Liangshan, Uyghur and 
Kazak in Xinjiang and Tai in parts of Yunnan is being discouraged in favour of 
Mandarin (or other Han variants). Where major “dialectal” differences exist within an 
ethnic group (especially between local variants and the officially promoted standard 
language) such differences are emphasised and played upon by those opposed to the 
normalisation of non-Han standard languages, as was illustrated in the Zhuang example 
and Han variants covertly promoted as the intra-ethnic lingua franca.  
 
6.3.2.4 ENCOURAGING HAN IMMIGRATION TO ALTER THE LINGUISTIC EQUILIBRIUM  
Han immigration is a constant ongoing process affecting minority areas. Depending on 
the degree of contact between locals and incomers, it forces previously monolingual 
speakers to add Han to their linguistic repertoire and those with a little knowledge to 
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improve it. In bilingual communities already competent in Han, it can tip the balance in 
favour of linguistic shift to Han. I remarked earlier that Han usually was automatically 
assumed to be the default language of communication between Han and Non-Han. 
Logically, the greater the proportion of Han immigrants in a given area, the greater 
their hanising effect on the local population will be and the less the chances of their 
being motivated to learn a local non-Han language. In areas such as the county towns 
of core Nuosu or Zhuang areas, even a small proportion of influential Han incomers 
can have a disproportionate accelerator effect on the process of hanisation, especially 
among non-Han elites. 
  
6.3.2.5 ASSUMPTION THAT HAN SOCIETY,  CULTURE AND LANGUAGE ARE SUPERIOR 
TO, AND MORE MODERN /ADVANCED THAN, BACKWARD MINORITIES AND THEIR 
LANGUAGES  
Official Chinese discourse has established a simplistic stereotyped dichotomy between 
the Han nationality (majority, modern, advanced, international etc,) and the minority 
nationalities (exotic, folkloric, culturally and socio-economically more backward than 
the Han) and often refers to the minority nationalities in general, thus lumping together 
many extremely diverse peoples. In the same way the official discourse has indirectly 
created a stereotyped dichotomy between the Han language (efficiently equipped for all 
of life’s functions) and the minority languages in general (with very limited functions 
and status).   Many minorities are often said not to have culture, (没有文化) which is 
closely bound up with not having their own script. However, possessing or creating one 
does not necessarily give them much more status (in the eyes of Han and non-Han 
alike), as it is still often perceived as inferior (functionally if not intrinsically) to the 
Han one.   
 
In addition, on the Marxist scale of social evolution almost all the minority nationalities 
are a long way behind the Han. This can be seen in the fact that they are poorer and 
need help to catch up with the Han. Being backward they need to raise their “素质 
(suzhi)” or “quality” through education. Dwyer (2005: 7) puts it thus: 
 
This contradiction between rational egalitarianism and visceral anti-minority sentiment 
served and still serves to undermine proactive language-maintenance policies in China’s 
Western Regions. Raising minority “quality” may be a laudable (if chauvinistic) 
sociological goal, yet at the same time, the connotations of suzhi were deeply insulting. 
Chapter 6         6.3 Findings related to the Implementation Question 
 467 
6.3.2.6 ASSUMPTION THAT INFERIOR, MINORITY LANGUAGES ARE INADEQUATE FOR 
“HIGHER” DOMAINS AND FUNCTIONS AND MINIMISING OF DOMAINS OPEN TO THEM 
According to Harrell (1993): 
 
This old project of the civilizing center has been officially superseded by the new project 
of creating a unified multinational state. But in fact the old project remains; the Han still 
feel themselves superior and the elite still uses the Han language exclusively in 
administration, education, and other areas.   
  
The interaction between these two “projects” impregnates – or maybe “sabotages” 
would be more appropriate - the whole of the linguistic policy (as well as the whole 
relation between the minorities and the Han) and its implementation, and not only many 
Han, but also many cadres and speakers of minority languages reject or are 
unenthusiastic about the promotion of their languages and scripts, deep down knowing 
that they are inferior. An important limitation on the use of minority languages in all 
domains is the fact that Han and other nationalities are not generally expected to learn 
them, even in areas like Xinjiang, Tibet, Inner Mongolia and Korean-speaking areas, 
thus effectively denigrating them to the status of intra-ethnic languages.  
 
If it were possible to use Chinese minority languages for elitist functions of education, 
literature, administration and modern life in general (minority areas are mostly rural 
and far from urban, industrial centres), we could approach a situation where they are 
equipped for use in most domains. However, there are various factors that make 
improbable, not only in the south-west of China but also in Tibetan, Mongolian and 
Turkic regions (where it seemed until the early 1990s that it might just be approached 
on an intra-ethnic basis), a normalisation of the type carried out in Catalonia. For 
speakers of most non-Han languages, knowledge of Han is the only realistic way of 
gaining access to modern economy and to up-to-date technology and science (discussed 
in 6.2.8).  This leads to the next point. 
  
6.3.2.7 ENCOURAGMENT OF HAN LOANS IN PREFERENCE TO COINING NATIVE WORDS 
In 6.2.8, I discussed the issue of minority languages being equipped to deal with 
technical domains. Naturally all languages can be equipped to deal with all possible 
domains and situations, but if well-established ones like Uyghur and Tibetan are 
heavily discouraged from using their own resources or non-Han borrowings to deal 
with modernity, then languages with new literacy traditions, like Bai or Zhuang, are 
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unlikely to be allowed to develop adequate terminologies. This is a manifestation of a 
covert policy to minimise the domains in which non-Han languages may be used and 
the tendency to impose Han loan words for modern concepts is also a covert strategy to 
associate them (and everything modern and advanced) with the Han nationality.  
  
Han words have been massively introduced into all non-Han languages to describe 
objects and concepts which could have been described by coining native words, as in 
fact many linguists involved in planning these languages advocated, sometimes 
successfully. While such wholesale borrowing from Han went against Marxist 
equalitarian principals, it did fit in with the widespread Marxist belief that in the long-
run all languages would merge into one.  In China, cadres and others I discussed this 
with, were clear in their minds that this meant other languages “merging” into 
Mandarin Han and saw the large-scale importation of Han lexical and structural 
elements as a logical and helpful hastening of this inevitable process. An extension of 
this assumption is the following point.  
 
6.3.2.8 IMPLICATION THAT MINORITY LANGUAGES ALSO SPOKEN OUTSIDE CHINA 
SHOULD LOOK TO HAN, NOT TO RELATED LANGUAGES IN NEIGHBOURING COUNTRIES, 
TO  MODERNISE AND EQUIP THEM FOR HIGHER DOMAINS  
This aspect, which generally further implies a minimisation of the use and intermediary 
role of minority languages in contacts with other countries in favour of Han, is not 
really relevant to the Zhuang and Nuosu contexts. In the former case only Zhuang 
living on the Vietnamese border are aware that people (perhaps blood relatives) across 
the border speak the same as, or similar to, themselves and only a tiny handful of 
Zhuang scholars hanker after increased cultural ties with Thailand, Vietnam and Laos. 
Nuosu has no natural speech communities outside China. This aspect does, however, 
affect many non-Han minorities. In theory the Koreans of Yanbian could make use of 
the resources and materials from South Korea (given the choice, who would want those 
of the North?!) which would give them access to the modern world in their own 
language. Some resources and materials from independent “Outer” Mongolia could be 
put at the disposition of the Mongols of China. Also many would argue in favour of the 
widely-spoken Turkic language Uyghur (which moreover is very similar to the Turkic 
languages of the new Central Asian ex-Soviet republics and not so distant from the 
Turkish of Turkey), taking on the function of a language of development and progress. 
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Moreover, there are Uyghur medium schools in several Central Asian republics with 
banks of materials and Kazakh is the official language of Kazakhstan. However, 
political considerations such as national unity and Han hegemony, rather than linguistic 
proximity and convenience, decide this question. Unlike the Zhuang and Bouyei, south-
western Tai speakers in Sipsong Panna regard the Thai language of Thailand as their 
window to the world and modernity, a tendency which makes the Han Chinese feel 
uncomfortable.  
   
Official attempts (Dwyar, 2005) to cleanse Uyghur of established western borrowings 
(via Russian and French) are probably aimed in part at the degree of ease of 
communication with speakers in neighbouring countries.  Not only do powerful 
elements within the Chinese state wish to increase the lexical and structural dependence 
of minority languages on Han and accentuate differences with cross-border cousins, but 
also to generally minimise the role of minority languages in dealing directly with the 
outside world. When I was much younger I naïvely assumed that national minorities 
speaking languages intelligible with those of other countries would be seen as an asset 
in international contacts and relations. Thus it came as a shock to me that the French 
government, instead of encouraging naturally existing French-Flemish bilingualism in 
the Dunkirk / Hazebrouck area or French-German bilingualism in Alsace and northern 
Lorraine and harnessing it as an economic and political bridge to Dutch- and German-
speaking countries, pursued an active policy of what many would term “linguisticide”.  
  
China is clearly worried that speakers of languages also spoken as majority languages 
in neighbouring countries, especially speakers of Turkic languages and Mongolian, 
may aspire to join with their politically independent brethren outside China. Is it a 
coincidence that the miniscule Vietnamese-speaking population of Guangxi on the 
coastal border with Vietnam is classified as “Jing” rather than Vietnamese and uses no 
written language? I have heard from various sources that the Government is 
uncomfortable about the contacts between the Tai speakers of Yunnan and Thailand 
(and also to Laos and Shan-speaking areas of Burma). It is true that some Zhuang 
linguists and cadres have sometimes stressed the advantages for contacts with Thailand, 
Laos and Vietnam of a strong standardised Zhuang, but these exhortations fell on deaf 
ears and were in no way perceived as a political threat. The fact that the Korean 
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minority have proved politically loyal to China explains in part their large degree of 
linguistic autonomy, since they were not perceived as a threat. 
 
6.3.2.9 DISCOURIGING LEARNING FOREIGN TONGUES THROUGH  MEDIUM OF MINORTIY 
LANGUAGES 
Even on the level of tourist contacts, I have heard (source mislaid) that the Chinese 
authorities were not too happy about direct air links between Sipsong Panna and 
Thailand because of the ease of communication between Thais and Tais. I heard an 
anecdote (thus not totally reliable) that a Chinese-English interpreter taking English-
speaking Turkish tourists around Xinjiang grew very angry when the Turks started 
trying to communicate with the local Uyghurs (or Kazakhs) in Turkish. In any case 
Dwyar (2005) reports how the authorities have discouraged and put obstacles in the 
way of  English language teaching materials using Uyghur as the interface language, 
insisting that Han be used as a “go-between”. This is despite the fact that Uyghur 
speakers face different learning problems to Han-speakers and that  Uyghur shares 
much vocabulary of Latin, Greek and French origin (imported via Russian) with 
English, such as “transport” and “telefon”. As mentioned in the previous point there is 
an attempt underway to replace many such terms with Han borrowings. This pressure to 
learn English through the medium of Han implies that Uyghur is not up to being a 
language of international “interface”.  At present (2005) English classes at Liangshan 
University in Xichang have been introduced where not only Han, but also Nuosu was 
used as the language of explanations and vocabulary etc. According to the Head of the 
Nuosu Department, He Gang (personal communication August 2005), this had not only 
greatly helped Nuosu speakers to learn English, but also raised the status of Nuosu in 
their eyes, as they realised that English could also be learned directly from Nuosu, 
without necessarily passing through Han. 
  
6.3.2.10 DISCOURAGING FORMATION OF ELITES WHO ACTIVELY USE /SUPPORT 
PROMOTED NON-HAN LANGUAGE 
This point is the all pervading leitmotif of this study and has been discussed in depth 
throughout this Chapter (especially in 6.2.2). Without encouraging the creation of an 
elite (at least at a local level) with an invested interest in the promoted minority 
language and script, the latter will inevitably be seen as backward and not really worthy 
of investing in.  In the south-west of China minority languages have quite low social 
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prestige and traditionally the only effective form of upward social mobility has been by 
way of partial or total hanisation. While working at the Institute of Nationalities of 
Guangxi, I met various native speakers of minority languages such as Zhuang, Kam and 
Mien (Yao) who had a very high standard of education (exclusively in Han of course) 
and who did not have the slightest interest in learning to read and write their native 
language (which they often disparagingly termed "dialect"). Especially in the south-
west most educated speakers of minority languages have mastered Han, live in urban or 
administrative centres and typically do not transmit their minority language to their 
children. Moreover, even when they have the option of a bilingual education for their 
children, they generally have no interest in their children learning to read and write the 
minority language.  
 
This tendency exists not only among speakers of low prestige languages, but there are 
also cases of educated speakers of high-prestige minority languages like Uyghur, 
Mongol, Tibetan and Korean who speak Han, or chiefly Han, to their children. 
Likewise (as this thesis has endeavoured to show) many educated speakers of 
languages such as Nuosu with a high degree of ethnic pride and awareness have 
promoted the hanisation of their own children.   
  
In order to correct such a situation, it is necessary to promote via status planning 
measures the formation of an elite supportive of maintaining and developing the non-
Han language. This is not being done. On the contrary, throughout China hanised elites 
which bring up their children in Mandarin are being actively encouraged as is made 
clear in the following point. 
 
6.3.2.11 ENCOURAGING EXISTING ELITES WHO ACTIVELY USE /SUPPORT THEIR NON-
HAN LANGUAGE TO INSTEAD USE /SUPPORT MANDARIN  
The dismantling of the promotion and use of non-Han languages in areas like Tibet, 
Inner Mongolia and Xinjiang and measures to encourage the intellectuals and elites to 
switch more to Han is evidence of this unwritten and unsaid policy. Any up-and-
coming alternative minority language speaking elite in south-western China (for 
example Nuosu or Zhuang) would feel extremely uncomfortable in the face of these 
developments, which have often been held up as shining models of bilingual tolerance 
and equality in the literatures of the promotion of Zhuang and Nuosu. It is certainly an 
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incentive for such people to choose to integrate themselves into the hanised elite if they 
suspect that any bilingual elite might subsequently be dismantled. 
  
6.3.2.12 INSUFFICIENT FINANCING AND RESOURCES FOR NON-HAN LANGUAGE 
PROMOTION   
People involved with the promotion of non-Han languages constantly cite lack of 
financing and resources as a major stumbling block, especially in the area of setting up 
and maintaining schools, training teachers to teach in the particular languages 
(especially at secondary level), the provision of non-Han language teaching materials 
and the development of minority language media and publishing. Social costs of not 
investing in bilingual policies do not seem to be taken into account. For example, 
provision of Han-only education is not free and has high social costs, such as dropping 
out of school. 
  
6.3.2.13 SUCCESSFUL BILINGUAL EDUCATION PROJECTS REMAINING “PROVISIONAL” 
AND LOCAL 
Many cadres (often forming the majority in an administration) who do not support the 
normalisation of minority languages and scripts, pay lip-service to pilot projects with 
the intention, or in the hope, that they never get beyond the experimental stage. Such 
permanently “provisional” projects have great symbolic and propagandistic value, 
showing as they do that things are being done to implement pluralist language policy. 
At the same time they do not threaten the hanised classes in power, and others opposed 
to the promotion, because they only effect a few individuals in a few remote areas, in 
this way rendering meaningless (or at very best less meaningful) the promotion. The 
fact that pilot projects are praised and talked about for long periods without any action 
being taken to extend the promotion, means that hope is still being kept alive among 
proponents of the promotion, while nothing is really being done. This was the case of 
Zhuang areas from the late 1980s onwards. The administration is seen to be carrying 
out a pluralist policy, when in real terms only Mandarin is being furthered and the 
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6.3.2.14 CLOSING REMARKS 
Despite an official language policy which on paper is the envy of minority language 
activists in many countries, the reality is that little is being done to promote the use and 
development of minority languages and their scripts in south-western China. A major 
reason is the strength of Han-centred thinking which permeates the Chinese state and 
hence the implementation of minority language policy in the form of “hidden agendas” 
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CHAPTER 7.  CONCLUSIONS 
7.1 INTRODUCTION  
Here the conclusions on the findings (Chapter 6) and background events (Chapter 5) are 
presented. In Chapter 1 two objectives were stated, the first of which was made up of 8 
hypotheses to explain the different outcomes of the promotion of Zhuang and Nuosu. 
The second was to reflect on the general trend of minority linguistic policy in China 
and how this might affect linguistic vitality of Zhuang and Nuosu. 
 
Before considering individually the 8 hypotheses which help to explain the differences 
between both situations (The Relative Success Question), I wish to return to two 
misconceptions (discussed in 6.1.3 and 6.1.5) which are prevalent among a large 
section of the population and result in the general public (of all nationalities) seeing 
things in a totally different light to linguists, language planners and educationalists in 
favour of a plurilingual policy.  
 
 
7.1.1 WIDESPREAD MISCONCEPTION THAT MOST ZHUANG SPEAK HAN 
A recurring explanation for the failure of the promotion of Zhuang constantly proffered 
in China and even beyond, is that the Zhuang all know Han and many of them cannot 
even speak Zhuang.  In putting forward the argument that Zhang speakers are basically 
bilingual in Han, its proponents are surely thinking rather of the lesser degree of ethnic 
consciousness existing among the Zhuang (discussed in 6.2.1), than of their linguistic 
competence and of the longer tradition of adapting Han characters to the Zhuang 
language (see 6.2.6). However, these factors have not yet converted the bulk of the 
rural Zhuang population into fluent Han-speakers and especially in the west of Guangxi 
there are extensive almost monolingual Zhuang areas, where the possibility for contacts 
with the spoken Han language are minimal.  
 
What is undoubtedly true is that a significant Han-speaking and Han-literate Zhuang 
urban class, indistinguishable from Han, has arisen which has given urban Han the 
impression that most Zhuang have adopted Han as their first language. This illustrates 
how easy it is to spread false ethnic stereotypes with them hardly being questioned. One 
wonders to what extent this misconception might have been deliberately encouraged by 
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enemies of promoting the Zhuang script and identity. A further point brought up was 
that even monolingual Zhuang identify with many aspects of Chinese culture (e.g. Han 
characters) far more than their Nuosu counterparts, which in no way implies they 
necessarily speak Han. 
 
Despite the popular stereotype of the ethnically proud Nuosu who speak no Han, there 
are rural areas in close proximity to Han speakers with a large degree of bilingualism 
and urbanised centres where many upwardly-mobile Nuosu-speakers are “jettisoning” 
their language in favour of Han, although (unlike their Zhuang counterparts) the latter 
do not ethnically identify with the Han. Factors such as the Zhuangs’ greater tradition 
of integration into the Middle Kingdom tend to obscure sociolinguistic similarities 
between both situations.  
   
Thus, the assertion which some people use to explain the different results, that Nuosu 
are mainly monolingual in Nuosu and that Zhuang are bilingual or even monolingual in 
Han, is inaccurate and misleading and does not satisfactorily explain the difference 
between the results of the promotion in the two areas under study, which must rather be 
sought in the 8 hypotheses treated under The Relative Success Question.  If the 
authorities in Guangxi do not face up to the linguistic reality of core Zhuang areas, the 
chances of any effective language planning initiatives being taken to alleviate the 
socioeconomic problems of these areas are very slim. 
 
 
7.1.2 WIDESPREAD MISCONCEPTION THAT HAN-ONLY EDUCATION IS 
MORE BENEFICIAL FOR MONOLINGUAL MINORITY AREAS THAN 
BILINGUAL EDUCATION 
Educational results from core Zhuang and Nuosu rural areas (outside the County towns 
or hanised areas),  where children have no significant exposure to Han outside the 
classroom, bear out the claim that Han-only submersion education does not permit 
monolingual non-Han speaking children to gain competence in the Han language and 
script and the subjects which are taught through them. If teachers speak only Han 
without providing meaningful, contextualised input, teaching is often ineffective, 
maintaining children in a state of monolingual illiteracy. If acquisition in Han actually 
takes place, a highly subtractive form of bilingualism generally arises and literacy is 
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only achieved in the acquired (less familiar) language and in most cases probably only 
to a limited extent.  
                                                        
In the absence of mother-tongue literacy, children appear to stand a better chance of 
acquiring Han if their teachers are able to introduce Han to them through the medium of 
Zhuang/Nuosu, just as many Gaelic speakers in 18
th
 Century Scotland gradually 
(although hardly efficiently) learnt English, largely through oral explanations of 
English texts in Gaelic (Withers, 1984: 125). However, even if basic competence 
(BICS) in Han is achieved, in the absence of CALP acquired through mother-tongue 
literacy and with further development of the mother-tongue (especially complex, 
modern, abstract concepts) being severely stunted, there is a danger of a situation of 
subtractive bilingualism arising. Achieving CALPS through Han is a truly Herculean 
task and if even Han BICS acquisition has been unsatisfactory, as is probable in poor 
rural monolingual areas, sacrificing mother-tongue development will not have been 
compensated by acquiring enough Han to help them to significantly “get on in the 
world” (a key aim for parents). Having been denied the basic tools of coping with the 
kind of abstract and context-remote concepts typically taught in schools, such children 
have a slim chance of ever succeeding in the academic world.  
 
Even allowing for some exaggerated claims from Guangxi and Liangshan, bilingual 
education (if properly carried out, supported and financed) provides monolingual 
Zhuang and Nuosu children with a realistic, non-traumatic way of learning Han and a 
better cognitive development and understanding of the subjects they study.  At the same 
time it not only avoids the loss of competence in the mother tongue but positively raises 
pupils’ command of it. Where experimental Zhuang classes were shown to be 
successful in Guangxi, they were never extended to the population as a whole (or even 
a significant proportion of it) and either remained “experimental” or were discontinued. 
This resulted in Zhuang medium education not even being an option for most 
monolingual Zhuang parents, large numbers of whom were not even aware of its 
existence. In contrast classes with at least some Nuosu teaching were widely (although 
not universally) implemented throughout core Nuosu areas. However, most “bilingual” 
classes were of Type 2, where the input of Nuosu is widely considered insufficient to 
provide adequate Nuosu-medium CALPS. 
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In my opinion, despite the obvious failure of Han-only education, bilingual teaching 
has not been given a proper chance to get off the ground and has been severely 
handicapped by lack of investment in resources and teachers. It is a rather like clipping 
the wings of bird, throwing it into the air and saying “Do you see? It can’t fly!”  It is 
not surprising under such circumstances that some bilingual teaching has been 
inadequate. Strangely, its critics do not seem to notice whether the Han-only alternative 
is adequate. 
 
It might well be (as some criticisms have implied) that sometimes Han has not been 
taught well in bilingual schools, but bad, uncommunicative teaching methods produce 
bad results whatever language they are taught in and neither has Han usually  been 
taught efficiently in Han-only schools. Further, it is a fact that minority language 
medium teachers tend to be less qualified and more poorly trained and paid than 
mainstream teachers. These are problems that with careful, long-sighted language 
planning ought to be overcome. 
 
My overriding impression is that the role of Nuosu as an aid to learning Han was better 
exploited in Liangshan than that of Zhuang in Guangxi. Certainly Han primers written 
in Nuosu are far more omnipresent in Liangshan than ones written in Zhuang were in 
Guangxi. Accepting fully that they belong to a different ethnic group than the Han, 
which is not always the case among the Zhuang, Nuosu speakers are more likely to 
accept the use of their written script (which they likewise better accept as their own) to 
learn Han, a totally alien language for them. Many Zhuang speakers, not being so 
convinced they are really different from the Han (see 6.2.1 and 7.2.1), will be reluctant 
to use a script that they do not identify with to learn Han characters which they do not 
perceive alien.  
 
The modest spread of Nuosu literacy in predominantly monolingual core areas of 
Liangshan seems to be having at least one of two possible effects on people learning 
Han. One is that they will learn it faster and more efficiently with the help of Han 
primers written in the Nuosu language and the other is that people newly literate in 
Nuosu decide they can “get by” with Nuosu literacy (albeit offering fewer material 
advantages than Han literacy) and have no need to acquire Han characters.  
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7.2 CONCLUSIONS RELATED TO THE RELATIVE SUCCESS 
QUESTION  
TO EXPLAIN THE RELATIVE SUCCESS OF THE PROMOTION OF 
NUOSU IN LIANGSHAN AND THE FAILURE OF THE PROMOTION OF 
ZHUANG IN GUANGXI, WHILE AT THE SAME TIME EXAMINING THE 
LIMITATIONS OF THE FORMER  
Here I individually treat the hypotheses posed in 1.7.1 and examined in Chapter 6 to 
explain the different outcomes of the promotion of Zhuang in Guangxi and of Nuosu in 
Liangshan.  
         
7.2.1 THE IDENTITY HYPOTHESIS 
The more self-confident minority language speakers are of their ethnolinguistic 
identity, the more likely they are to view the promotion of their language and 
script positively.  As Nuosu speakers have a stronger ethnic consciousness than the 
Zhuang and feel themselves to be more different from the Han, they will be more loyal 
to their language and script and hence will give greater support to the promotion of 
their language and script.  
 
The greater ethnic consciousness and sense of unity of the Nuosu has played an 
important role in their receptiveness (compared to that of the Zhuang) to the promoted 
standard language and script. A large proportion of Zhuang are not even convinced that 
they really exist as an ethnic group and perceive that they speak different languages 
from other types of Zhuang. It is conceivable that if various standard Zhuang languages 
(more in line with people’s ethnic self-perceptions) had been promoted, that speakers 
might have identified more with standards nearer to their own speech varieties, 
although this is by no means certain given the extreme ethnic fragmentation, such that 
many Zhuang do not even identify with Zhuang who live in close proximity and speak 
clearly mutually intelligible dialects. For several thousand years, Central and Northern 
Tai speakers of south-western China (in contrast to South-western Tai speakers of 
Sipsong Panna) have identified literacy and culture (as did their Vietnamese 
neighbours) exclusively with Chinese characters, either in pure form or adapted to local 
speech variants. Although Central and Northern Tai dialects were represented by either 
Zhuang fangkuaizi or by pure Chinese characters, true literacy was considered to be 
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literacy in Han.  Thus a large proportion of Zhuang feel that they do not need a script 
since their traditional script and target standard language are obviously those of the 
Han. Where Zhuang peasants and grass roots cadres have benefited from mother tongue 
literacy, they lack political influence and are unable to convince the sceptical majority 
to adopt a script that they do not identify with.  
 
In sharp contrast to the Zhuang, the Nuosu have a strong sense of (and pride in) their 
otherness from the Han and feel a strong sense of unity with other Nuosu speakers.  
Almost all Nuosu (even if they do not master it) identify the standardised Nuosu script 
as their own and are very proud of it. Many even believe it to be more ancient than the 
Han script. Although most see it as functionally less useful than Han in the wider 
world, they are likely to show strong support for it as long as they do not perceive their 
(or their children’s) chances of learning Han as being threatened. 
 
Had the Chinese authorities tried to promote one type of language and script for all Yi 
not based on Nuosu, the success of the promotion would have been very different, as 
the category of “Yi” has only been properly accepted by the more hanised urban Nuosu. 
Although officially Nuosu speakers share a nationality with other Yi, the fact that they 
are treated differently linguistically and form a geographically compact group, leads to 
their effectively being treated as the “Nuosu nationality.” One development of interest 
will be whether the hanised mainly urban Nuosu, as they undergo language and culture 
loss, will increasingly see themselves as “Yi”, not only in opposition to the Han and 
other nationalities, but also to their rural “Nuosu” cousins.  
 
This hypothesis has proved to be valid in the Zhuang and Nuosu contexts. However, as 
will be seen in the following hypothesis, the political influence of ethnic consciousness 
is strongly conditioned by the attitudes and behaviour of the non-Han elites. 
 
 
7.2.2 THE MINORITY ELITE HYPOTHESIS  
If the elite, who serve as role models for a large part of the minority language 
speech community, are supportive of the promoted language and script and use it 
actively and pass it (rather than Han) on to their children then the promotion’s 
chances of success are greatly increased. The greater tendency among the Nuosu elite 
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to support their language and script and pass them on to their children than among the 
Zhuang elite has resulted in greater acceptance of the promotion in Liangshan than in 
Guangxi. 
 
Linguistic shift among upwardly mobile urbanised speakers of minority language in 
favour of majority languages is a worldwide phenomenon, but its extent often differs 
between minority communities. For example propertied classes in Catalonia show 
greater loyalty to Catalan than has been the case in Valencia, resulting in a much 
greater degree of language shift in favour of Spanish in Valencia than in Catalonia.  
  
Hanisation of urban members of minority speech communities is a worrying trend for 
advocates of promoting standardised minority languages and scripts in China. It 
deprives the minority speech communities of an educated, influential, upwardly-mobile 
and prestigious elite which could support and benefit from the promoted minority script 
and standard language and sends out a clear message that to get on in their world 
members of the minority-speaking public should give up their native language.  
 
In both Guangxi and Liangshan hanised, urbanised Zhuang and Nuosu privileged 
classes have grown up, which on the one hand benefit from positive discrimination 
favouring national minorities, but at the same time despise their rural non-hanised 
compatriots and have scant interest in their general economic and social development 
and advancement. A large proportion of this class has made a deliberate point of not 
transmitting their language to their children and ensuring that they do not acquire its 
script, using the rational that they will thus learn Han more effectively and get on better 
in the world. They thus gradually dissociate themselves from their rural cultural and 
family roots. 
 
The consequence of this is that a large proportion of Zhuang and many Nuosu cadres, 
even at county level, do not represent the interests of their own nationalities, resulting 
in a widening gap between rural and urban interests. Such cadres at best drag their feet 
over the implementation of minority language promotion and at worst totally refuse to 
implement it. It would appear that they either do not appreciate the potential usefulness 
of these promotions for the economic and social development of rural areas or that they 
do not care about such development. Their hanising behaviour inevitably serves as a 
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role model for the mass of the population. Already there are non-core Zhuang and 
Nuosu (Wu Da, 2002) previously monolingual rural areas where knowledge of Han is 
widespread and being incorporated diglossically into bilingual speakers’ everyday 
linguistic repertoire. This creates the situation where the next child-bearing generation 
could decide to bring up their children in Han only. 
 
If this hanising tendency is such a powerful force among both Zhuang and Nuosu, how 
can it help to explain the differing outcomes? The fact that an important minority (a 
much larger proportion than in Guangxi) of urbanised influential Nuosu actively 
support their language and script, combined with the continued widespread influence of 
a traditional respected Nuosu literate elite, goes a long way to explaining the greater 
success of the promotion in Liangshan, thus validating this hypothesis. However, unless 
bilingualism and biliteracy is seriously promoted among the hanised urban Nuosu 
elites, the future of Nuosu will be in serious danger. 
 
If the official language policy of encouraging non-Han languages and scripts is to be 
more than empty rhetoric, then the creation and consolidation of bilingual, biliterate 
local elites should be a strong and urgent priority. This would be much easier to achieve 
in Liangshan than in Guangxi. 
  
After half a century of being labelled against their will (in the case of the majority) by 
the Chinese state as Zhuang and Yi, many upwardly mobile Zhuang and Nuosu now (at 
least in the Han world) accept these labels. While this has helped a miniscule number of 
Zhuang identify with the imposed standard language, most urbanised Zhuang have no 
problem with abandoning Zhuang and being illiterate in it. If urbanised Nuosu identify 




7.2.3 THE GRASS-ROOTS HYPOTHESIS 
Minority language script promotion involving a strong grass-roots bottom-up 
element (in addition to the top-down element) is much more likely to succeed than 
if it is perceived as being imposed from above. The fact that the promotion of the 
Zhuang script was widely seen as being imposed by the authorities on an unenthusiastic 
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public and that standardised Nuosu was promoted in response to strong popular grass-
roots demand and support explains the much warmer reception by, and more active 
participation of, Nuosu speakers in the promotion than of their Zhuang counterparts.  
   
In keeping with evidence from many other studies (e.g. Hornberger 1997 and Hansen 
1999a and b) the Zhuang and Nuosu situations clearly show that without sufficient 
bottom-up support, the promotion of a language and its script is doomed to failure. 
Given the prior existence of bottom-up support, top-down measures can make a big 
difference in the provision of organisational and financial support. In the absence of 
sufficient prior bottom-up support, top-down measures must be aimed at awakening a 
bottom-up reaction if they are to have any chance of being effective. Once top-down 
measures have been implemented, active grass-roots community involvement in all 
spheres, but especially in the conflictive area of education, is essential to prevent a 
feeling that the policy is something useless or imposed from outside the community. 
Such increased community involvement should in turn generate further supportive top-
down action, so that planning of the linguistic “eco-system” becomes an interactive 
cyclical process. 
 
While such an idealised planning framework remains a pipedream in both situations, it 
has been more closely approximated in Liangshan than in Guangxi, where the bottom-
up element was overwhelmingly absent and a healthy feedback between top-down 
planning and bottom-up reactions totally lacking. This goes a long way towards 
explaining the differing results of the two promotions.  
  
In my judgement, even in Liangshan there needs to be far more community 
involvement, in which language planning (planning for long-term stable bilingualism) 
is integrated with planning a long-term stable, biliterate and bicultural society where the 
globalised world of the 21
st
 Century and traditional Nuosu society can come to terms 
with each other in the least traumatic and conflictive way possible and be able to face 
up to the enormous social and political challenges facing it such as AIDS, drug 
addiction, rife diseases (e.g. hepatitis), alcoholism, cultural dislocation and (despite all 
the goodwill of the central government) tremendous discrimination and mistrust from 
the Han majority. Such an integrated approach is now gaining supporters in Liangshan. 
For example, a number of papers at the 4
th
 International Conference on Yi Studies 
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focused on sustainable development where the traditional Nuosu culture and traditions 
were fully respected: Thomas Heberer (2005) treated the relationship between ethnic 
identity and entrepreneurship in Liangshan, Qubi Ago (2005) spoke of how to balance 
traditional Nuosu culture and modernisation, Baqie Rihuo (2005) of the contribution 
that the traditional bimo religion can make to ecologically friendly development and  
Ma Erzi (2005) of how promoting traditional Nuosu beliefs can help environmental 
protection and biodiversity. Bai Shige (2005) pointed out how grass root action by 
Nuosu clans can play an important role in preservation of natural resources and 
economic development, while Mi Wuzuo (2005) and Yang Lingqiong (2005) 
considered how bimo culture can make a positive contribution to a healthy kind of 
tourism, respectful of Nuosu traditions. 
  
For this to become reality, it is necessary that new community projects, whether 
promoted by NGOs or the administration, arise in minority areas of China, which will 
combine (via schools and adult education) promotion of non-Han and Han literacy, 
traditional ethnic culture, values and traditions and relevant information necessary for 
successfully surviving in the new globalised market of mainstream Han-dominated 
China. Of course a necessary condition for bottom-up pressure in favour of balanced 
bilingualism is for the public to be adequately informed about linguistic matters. As I 
pointed out in 7.1.2, people are generally ill-informed of the possibilities of multi- and 
plurilingualism. 
 
With regard to the necessity of school teaching materials (discussed in Chapters 5 and 
6), sensitive to the sociocultural context of the Zhuang and Nuosu, I would argue that it 
is important to adapt the China-wide materials to pupil’s cultural values and local 
contexts, especially if these are then contrasted with more socially dominant Han or 
globalised values, in a way which introduces pupils to mainstream values that is 
compatible with, and respects, their ethnic and linguistic identity and values. Thereby 
they will have more chance of surviving the early years of schooling and reaching a 
stage where they have the possibility of entering mainstream Han-medium further 
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literacy programmes. In contrast, in Zhuang areas the campaigns only touched a small 
proportion of the population and what gains in literacy were made were mostly later 
lost. This is in no small part due to the more effective and wholehearted implementation 
of the policy on the part of cadres in Nuosu areas than was the case in Zhuang areas. 
The Implementation Hypothesis is thus valid in that the top-down measures of the 
promotion of Nuosu were carried out much more sincerely and thoroughly by cadres at 
different administrative levels than was that of Zhuang. Notwithstanding these 
comparative successes, the promotion of Nuosu is in grave danger due to some cadres’ 
lack of cooperation in implementing it, especially as the new urbanised Nuosu higher 
level cadres become further and further estranged from their rural roots and relatives.  
  
Zhuang- (and not infrequently Nuosu-) medium education and literacy campaigns are 
often popularly seen to have been a failure. However, neither has Han-medium 
education been much of a success in areas where pupils are not exposed to the Han 
language outside of the classroom (see 6.2.5 and 7.2.5). If mainly Zhuang- (/Nuosu-) 
medium teaching is properly implemented in all Zhuang (/Nuosu) areas, with proper 
resources, staffing, funding, training and inspection, and made a requirement for access 
to employment and higher education, then pupils will have the opportunity to advance 
socioeconomically within both their own ethnic and Han-speaking worlds as well as 
properly exercising their equal rights as a non-Han group. If in contrast the language 
barrier to advancement is ignored as at present, then we shall see a very long term, 
slow, drawn out process of gradual linguistic shift in favour of Han with negative 
psychological and socioeconomic scars on generations of Zhuang (/Nuosu).    
 
Quite aside from questions of linguistic rights, something is seriously wrong with 
decision-making in Guangxi and Liangshan if a large proportion of monolingual 
Zhuang and Nuosu children are –and have been for generations- failing on a large scale 
due to lack of access to a bilingual education (an almost total lack in the case of the 
Zhuang). Educational decision-makers have no excuse for having so brazenly ignored 
the large body of accessible literature written by educationalists and linguists in 
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7.2.5 THE LITERACY-MEDIUM HYPOTHESIS 
The greater the extent to which members of the speech community believe in the 
positive effects of bilingual and minority-medium education and to which they 
perceive the minority language and script being promoted as an aid to learning 
Han, the better the chances of the promotion succeeding. The fact that Nuosu 
parents were more convinced of the positive effects of bilingual education and its role 
in helping children to learn Han than Zhuang parents played an important part in the 
greater success of Nuosu-medium education.   
 
My observations in Guangxi and extensive conversations with Zhuang students and 
cadres from different Zhuang-speaking areas – largely backed by the literature on the 
promotion in Guangxi, if one ignores triumphant exaggerated claims - have persuaded 
me that the overwhelming majority of Zhuang-speaking parents were not convinced of 
the desirability of bilingual education programmes, not even recognising its possible 
role in teaching Han.  Literacy for most parents is seen exclusively as literacy in Han 
and many feel threatened by an alternative literacy which they do not value, identify 
with or recognise as a valid form of literacy.     
  
My impression from interviews with rural Nuosu in the counties of Meigu and Zhaojue 
(including the language attitude survey) is that most rural Nuosu warmly welcome 
bilingual Nuosu-Han education and Nuosu literacy, provided that it does not endanger 
their children properly acquiring Han. While realising that their children must be 
competent in Han to survive in modern China, they are not keen for them to become 
estranged from their culture, language and script of which they are intensely proud.  In 
many cases their desire for their children to learn Han (a language that many 
monolingual Nuosu do not like and which represents a culture and way of life that in 
many ways threatens Nuosu identity) is purely utilitarian. What often holds large 
numbers of Nuosu parents back from wholeheartedly supporting measures to promote 
Nuosu is that they suspect this could prevent them from acquiring Han properly. The 
proponents of bilingual education have largely failed to adequately reassure rural 
Nuosu parents on this point, while those interested in preventing the promotion have 
successfully spread rumours of its negative effects (see 6.2.4, 6.3.2 and 7.1.2).  
  
Chapter 7.  Conclusions 
 487 
Intense suspicion among many rural Nuosu parents towards Han values and their 
misgivings regarding the usefulness of Han schools and the alienating effect they have 
on their children, accentuates the tendency (also strong in most poverty-stricken remote 
minority areas with language barriers, such as western Guangxi) to withhold children 
from school and means that they are more open than their Zhuang counterparts to 
alternative L1 medium instruction, and even (among certain clans in certain areas) to 
bimo apprenticeship, a type of what Baker (2001: 200-201) terms “separatist” 
education and which is totally alienated from mainstream Chinese values.  
 
The more positive attitude of parents towards bilingual education in Liangshan helps to 
explain the much greater acceptation of bilingual education, including mainly non-Han-
medium variants, in Liangshan than was the case in Guangxi. 
  
In my opinion the best-articulated practical argument in favour of bilingual Nuosu- or 
Zhuang-medium education is that it is the most appropriate (and perhaps only) 
possibility of reconciling to some extent the radically opposed worlds of mainstream 
Chinese majority Han society and traditional rural Nuosu or Zhuang society. As has 
been pointed out in different sections, this gulf is much wider in the case of the Nuosu 
than of the Zhuang. The opposing pressures of the two irreconcilable worlds of the 
Nuosu and mainstream Han-dominated Chinese society accentuate social dislocation 
and often frustrate attempts to integrate smoothly into either.  
 
It is essential that education for Nuosu children should not alienate them from the rural 
Nuosu society from which they come and should provide them with the knowledge to 
contribute actively to developing modern Nuosu-speaking communities, where 
traditional cultural values are still respected, although not necessarily unquestioned. At 
the same time it should also enable pupils to cope with the wider Han-speaking world 
through their acquired knowledge of Han. This is far preferable to a situation where 
returned graduates feel alienated from their own ‘inferior’ culture, but still are unable to 
fit into the majority Han culture and no gradual modernising reform of Nuosu society 
seems possible. Graduates who return to their villages do not necessarily look down on 
their culture, but often their education is not relevant to rural life. In northern Meigu 
County I met a computer science graduate (literate in both Han and Nuosu) of a 
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technical college who had returned to his native village, which had no electricity, much 
less a computer. 
 
In both Guangxi and Liangshan (except perhaps in certain core Nuosu areas) language 
planners have failed to inform both the public and many cadres adequately about the 
potential benefits of a balanced bilingual education and its function in learning Han 
more efficiently. Hence a large proportion of the population feels that bilingual 
education is detrimental to the effective acquisition of Han and to socioeconomic 
success. If minority scripts and standardised oral forms are to be successfully promoted 
and gain universal acceptance, the general public must be quite clear about the true 
educational and socioeconomic implications of both Han-only and bilingual education 
(whether minority language- or Han-dominant). This would entail intense grass-roots 
community action, something not so easy since the dismantling of collectivisation. 
 
 
7.2.6 THE SCRIPT-TYPE HYPOTHESIS 
A positive identification by minority language speakers with the script being 
promoted, independently of its complexity, and the perception that it forms a part 
of the ethnic group’s history and culture increases the chances of its successful 
promotion. The fact that the Nuosu speech community strongly identified with the 
standardised syllabary as being traditional Nuosu, whereas most Zhuang saw the 
standardised romanisation as something alien and imposed, has played a major part in 
the greater acceptation of the Nuosu script.  
 
The widespread perception that, whereas the standardised Nuosu script being promoted 
is traditional, the romanised Zhuang alphabet is a superfluous and unnecessary 
invention of the Government, is a key factor which helps to explain the high degree of 
acceptance with which the promotion of Nuosu has met, in contrast to the indifference 
and even generalised rejection towards written Zhuang.  Even though the traditional 
Nuosu script is enjoying a revival as a ritual bimo script and as the language of classical 
writings, the standardised script has been firmly accepted as a “traditional” vehicle of 
Nuosu literacy and has to defend itself not from rival Nuosu writing systems, but from 
the onslaught of (the more complex) Han characters. Standardised Zhuang has to 
contend with not only the fact that educated Zhuang see Han (or Han-based) characters 
Chapter 7.  Conclusions 
 489 
as their traditional writing system and reject the alphabetic system, but also with many 
people’s refusal to recognise Zhuang as a bona fida language. It is hard to gauge how 
much support there is for the romanisation among illiterate Zhuang. While many 
Zhuang speakers are influenced by societal pressures opposed to it, I am convinced that 
a large number would accept it gladly, if only its utility could only be proved to them –
something unlikely to happen. 
  
While a script’s complexity does objectively affect the length of time needed to acquire 
it, as shown in cases such as the Han-speaking Dungan, it plays a surprisingly small 
role in the success of its promotion, borne out by the fact that the Han script is the most 
popular and that both the traditional Nuosu ideographic script and the Zhuang 
fangkuaizi have enjoyed infinitely greater popularity than either of the “simple” 
romanised scripts. Far more important is the utility assigned to a script by its potential 
users and thus people feel they have to learn Han characters however long it takes 
them. As their ultimate aim is to learn to read and write Han, most Zhuang-speakers 
(just like speakers of most Chinese minority languages) prefer to directly learn and use 
Han ideographic characters, infinitely more complex than a romanised alphabet. Unless 
at some future time Han characters are abolished this preference for them will persist. 
  
If a non-romanised Zhuang script were actively promoted, the thousands of people 
already made literate through the romanisation would feel cheated. On the other hand, 
given the minute proportion of Zhuang speakers familiar with it and its extremely 
limited use (especially among young people), I think there would be little problem in 
the general population accepting a script change if it were better promoted and received 
than the romanisation was.  
  
Due to their presupposing a prior and advanced knowledge of written and spoken Han, 
compounded by their being even more complex than normal Han characters, 
Fangkuaizi are not a viable option. The adoption of a standardised fangkuaizi–based 
Zhuang syllabary, with its characters (perhaps simpler ones) being carefully chosen so 
that they could be pronounced according to different local dialects, has been suggested 
by some as a realistic option in the hope that Zhuang speakers might identify with, and 
thence accept, it better than the romanisation. Of course in the case of the many 
fangkuaizi composed of 2 Han characters, one for the meaning and one representing the 
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Zhuang  sound, the semantic component would loose its raison d’être if all homophones 
were to be written with the same character. However this is something that need not 
worry ordinary people. 
  
The simplified Zhuang script would have the advantage over a fangkuaizi-based 
syllabary of using the exactly the same characters as Han, meaning people newly 
literate in Zhuang not having to learn new characters again from scratch in order to read 
and write Han texts. Characters would of course need to be combined differently 
according to the rules of Zhuang or Han syntax and grammar than when writing normal 
standard Han. Presumably it would generally be written according to Zhuang syntax. 
When reading texts written in Han or writing texts intended to be read by Han speakers  
then monolingual Zhuang speakers would have to read them off with a Zhuang 
pronunciation, but in the Mandarin word-order, similar to how Cantonese speakers read 
standard written texts.  
 
The simplified Zhuang script’s chances of becoming a standardised officially promoted 
script, depends, I think, largely on the final fate of the romanisation and whether 
anything comes of the proposal to create a fangkuaizi-based syllabary. In many ways it 
is the most viable option, because it has already been adopted by large numbers of 
Zhuang-speakers in many different situations and might stand a chance of being 
generally accepted by the Zhuang-speaking public. If adopted, it would have to be 
carefully standardised and rules formulated. Its main advantage would be that it could 
be read off in different dialects and its main limitation that it would not lead to a unified 
oral standard. Maybe if an accepted written standard without an oral one were created 
this in itself would be an enormous advance.   
 
Personally I think that either the creation of an effective script to represent Zhuang and 
serve as a medium for mass literacy or a revival of the standardised romanisation are so 
low on the political agenda that they are unlikely to get beyond the drawing-board 
stage. The longer the debate over what kind of script is suitable continues, the more 
acceptable and justified a policy (with all its socioeconomic consequences) of totally 
ignoring the Zhuang language is seen to be. Whatever problems the promotion of 
Nuosu might run into, they will have nothing to do with the nature of its universally 
accepted standardised script. 
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7.2.7 THE SPOKEN STANDARD HYPOTHESIS 
The more minority language speakers identify with the oral variety chosen as the 
standard to be promoted, the more successful the promotion of the minority 
language and script will be.  The fact that Nuosu see their oral standard as a positive, 
unifying element whereas large numbers of Zhuang-speakers see the Wuming-based 
standard as being an alien language different to theirs, helps explain why Nuosu have 
much more enthusiastically embraced their script than the Zhuang.  
 
Distances between the Nuosu dialects are much less than between varieties of Zhuang, 
to the extent that whereas no Nuosu question the existence of a unified Nuosu language, 
a large proportion of Zhuang speakers (lacking a sense of common identity) perceive 
Zhuang to be not one, but several, or even many, distinct languages. Even where 
substantial dialectal differences exist in Nuosu, for example between the suondi and 
other dialects, the strong sense of ethnic conscientiousness and cohesion motivates 
speakers to overcome these differences. The standardised form of Nuosu has thus been 
accepted in all dialect areas. The fact that Nuosu speakers unquestioningly accept the 
standard form of oral Nuosu being promoted and that most Zhuang speakers strongly 
reject the standard oral Zhuang is an important factor in explaining the different 
outcomes in Liangshan and Guangxi.  
 
It is fortunate that Nuosu rather than the wider category of Yi was taken as the basis for 
the standardised language in Liangshan, given the extremely low degree of 
identification among Nuosu with speakers of other varieties of Yi languages. Had there 
been an attempt to promote a standard common to all the Yi languages, radically 
different from oral Nuosu, as was proposed by some “pan-Yi” scholars (Hainailama, 
personal communication 1994), I am sure it would have been a total failure. That the 
promotion in Liangshan has been as successful as it has, undoubtedly owes a lot to 
having selected a standard form that most speakers can understand without difficulty 
and all are willing to accept.  
  
Speakers of different Zhuang dialects lack motivation to overcome dialectal 
differences, not only where differences are considerable (as between the northern and 
southern dialects or between some southern dialects), but also in many cases where 
they are less accentuated (for example between neighbouring northern variants). 
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Speakers of southern dialects (such as Debao) literate in the romanised Zhuang script 
told me that even the northern-southern divide can be largely overcome if southern 
speakers are sufficiently motivated to learn the standard Zhuang language, especially if 
concessions are made to southern features, within what is seen as a somewhat off-
putting, deviant standard language. Much as a tiny group of Zhuang intellectuals 
emphasise similarities to Thai and Laotian (as well as other Tai languages throughout 
neighbouring countries) the fact remains that even uniting the Tai variants within 
Guangxi and eastern Yunnan remains an unaccomplished task.   
 
It is generally accepted that the attempt to create a Zhuang standard has failed. This 
subject is now only discussed (mostly in Han) in private forums such as web-pages for 
Zhuang intellectuals and even there is controversial. In the present climate where the 
Guangxi administration is unlikely to encourage literacy in Zhuang and the use of a 
standardised Zhuang language (in part due to the lack of enthusiasm among Zhuang 
speakers) it is improbable that a unified Zhuang standard will be given a second chance. 
I envisage that the most that Zhuang can hope for is the creation of dialectal scripts, 
probably based on Han characters (see 6.2.6 and 7.2.6), which will help in the learning 
of Han and in the recording of dialect literature as well as limited personal dialect-
based personal communication, such as writing notes, which will probably ultimately 
be totally replaced by Han.  
 
 
7.2.8 THE SOCIOECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT HYPOTHESIS  
The more the minority language and script being promoted are perceived by the 
speech community as a possible vehicle of economic development and 
socioeconomic progress, the more enthusiastically they will embrace mother-
tongue literacy. . The Nuosu have in part been more motivated than the Zhuang to 
embrace their script, because they see it as a practical instrument to better themselves. 
In contrast most Zhuang see the only escape from poverty through Han. 
   
For limited periods in the 1950s and 1980s a small proportion of the population in core 
Zhuang rural areas became literate in the Zhuang romanised script and had access to a 
limited number of publications which gave them access to technical, social and 
economic innovations. Information that was not contained in the limited amount of 
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manuals and other publications made available could be sought by writing to experts 
via Zhuang language magazines and obtaining detailed answers in Zhuang. Although 
there are many impressive examples of individuals, families and small communities 
having their lives revolutionised by access to such information, it affected too few 
people for too short a time (at least in an intensive manner) to make any serious impact 
on the socioeconomic development of Zhuang areas. The result is that Zhuang literacy 
is not generally or widely seen by Zhuang-speakers to be a serious means for socio-
economic advancement, especially since the effective abandonment of the second phase 
of the promotion. 
 
In Liangshan widespread literacy campaigns emphasising technical knowledge have 
reached a large proportion of the population over a much longer time-scale and been 
backed up by post-literacy technical courses. A significant proportion of rural Nuosu 
speakers in core areas have used their new-found Nuosu literacy to study agricultural, 
technical and economic skills and to keep accounts and do business etc., thereby 
bettering themselves economically. Some have used their Nuosu literacy to go on to 
acquire Han literacy in order to have a much larger body of information at their service, 
but for many (especially those who have acquired Nuosu literacy as adults and those 
who have no knowledge of Han) this is not a viable prospect (bearing in mind that even 
for Han peasants becoming literate in Han characters is a daunting task).  
 
For such people, information written in Nuosu in manuals and publications such as The 
Liangshan Daily is their only direct access to such information, apart from what they 
hear from word of mouth. There is also an additional knock-on effect with many 
illiterate peasants benefiting from the knowledge acquired by literate family members 
or friends. Unlike in Guangxi, the impact of non-Han literacy on economic activity has 
been considerable in rural Liangshan, although perhaps not as great as might have been 
hoped by its proponents. Successful peasants and businesspeople I interviewed in 
Zhaojue County were emphatic about the key role their technically-oriented literacy 
training had played in their economic success.  
  
Nuosu literacy is thus much more greatly perceived as a vehicle of socioeconomic 
advancement than that of Zhuang, as demonstrated from the late 1950s onwards by a 
widespread spontaneous grassroots popular movement to learn and use, first the 
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traditional –and later the standardised- Nuosu script for utilitarian purposes. In 
comparison, while some Zhuang peasants may have enthusiastically accepted it, there 
was no mass demand for Zhuang literacy to help socioeconomic advancement. The 
perception of Nuosu literacy as a passport to a better life is also partly due to the 
different factors analysed under the previous hypotheses and to the fact that infinitely 
more Nuosu than Zhuang speakers were exposed to the real-life opportunity of 
becoming acquainted with, and of using, their script for such purposes. Perhaps if more 
Zhuang (even if unwillingly at first) had been exposed to this use of Zhuang literacy, a 
lot more awareness of its usefulness might have been generated.  
 
While this hypothesis is valid, for minority languages such as Nuosu to effectively 
fulfil the role of purveyors of modernity, a much larger body of basic technical 
literature in these languages needs to be generated. As things stand, minority scripts can 
(especially if exploited more efficiently) fulfil this role to an extent which could greatly 
transform the economy of poor rural areas. More employment incentives and 
recognition should be given to those competent in technical Nuosu etc. and to raising 
the status of these languages in technical and scientific domains. There is a widespread 
feeling that ultimately Nuosu and other minority language speakers need additional 
access to Han and its vast “modernising” technical literature, especially at more 
advanced levels. If people were made aware that prior empowerment in the minority 
language can be complementary to learning technical Han (rather than in opposition to 
it), then there would be less offhand rejection of non-Han literacies.  
 
The most widespread kind of bilingual education in Liangshan, the Han-dominant Type 
2 is felt by many educationalists to teach a form of Nuosu literacy which is used in 
restricted, mainly non-technical, domains and to provide insufficient opportunities for 
monolingual Nuosu speakers to advance socioeconomically. This view supports full use 
of Nuosu-medium teaching in all –including technical- domains (via for example Type 
1 schools) which is geared towards developing the local Nuosu economy, while at the 
same time coping with the wider globalised, Han-dominated economy.   
 
As discussed in 6.2.5 and 7.2.5, many parents in core rural Nuosu areas (and a fair 
number in Zhuang areas) do not even see the point of sending their children (especially 
girls) to school, feeling it to be inaccessible and irrelevant to their traditional way of life 
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and economic needs and that it is unlikely that their children will ever succeed and thus 
benefit from the system. According to experience from situations in many countries, an 
empowering bottom-up bilingual education system with strong community and parental 
involvement might well change the attitude of such parents. However, a lot of 
preparatory groundwork will be necessary to make disadvantaged illiterate peasants 
aware enough of the empowering implications of literacy and bilingual education to 
commit themselves to it. 
 
The economic gap between poor, disadvantaged upland areas, such as the core Nuosu 
and Zhuang counties of Liangshan and Guangxi, and prosperous coastal and urban 
areas of China is ever widening. Basic effective access to information which can lead to 
socioeconomic self-empowerment remains tenuous in these areas, seriously 
endangering their full participation in the new prosperous China. In my view unless the 
authorities in Guangxi stop ignoring the necessity for bilingual self-empowering 
education in Zhuang areas, and unless their counterparts in Liangshan give greater 
importance to it in Nuosu areas this gap will simply continue to grow, exasperating 
social and - especially in the case of Liangshan- ethnic tensions. 
 
 
7.3 CONCLUSIONS RELATED TO THE IMPLEMENTATION 
QUESTION  
(TO BROADLY EVALUATE THE EFFECT OF MINORITY LINGUISTIC 
POLICY IN ZHUANG AND NUOSU AREAS AND WAYS IN WHICH ITS 
IMPLEMENTATION WAS RESISTED) 
In my treatment of the Implementation Question in 6.3, after a brief discussion of the 
effect of the promotion of the Zhuang and Nuosu scripts on their speech communities, I 
went on to analyse the “hidden agendas” of cadres and administrations that used 
“covert measures” in order to thwart the aims of the official pluralistic language policy. 
In the section that follows, I consider the gap between the theory and practice of 
Chinese minority language practice, caused by covert measures taken to pursue hidden 
agendas, followed by thoughts on the present state of Zhuang and Nuosu and the 
outlook for these languages and their scripts. Finally, I suggest some possible future 
policy measures and future academic research. 
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7.3.1 HIDDEN HAN-CENTRED AGENDAS: CONSTITUTIONALLY-GUARANTEED 
LINGUISTIC EQUALITY VERSUS PRACTICE 
If the almost utopian Marxist Soviet-influenced principles of language and ethnic 
equality espoused in the 1950s had been continuously, consistently, fully and sincerely 
implemented over the past half century, China would undoubtedly be the envy of 
linguistic minorities the world over. This was not to be. Although the theory of 
language and ethnic equality gained much admiration in the West, in part because some 
naïve intellectuals believed –or wanted to believe- in a Chinese success story in a 
sphere where many Western countries (e.g. France and the U.S.A.) had shown 
linguistic intolerance, China gained a very bad press abroad as a result of its repressive 
policies (including linguistic ones) in Tibet and, since the mid-1990s in Xinjiang, due to 
the efficient sources of information (e.g. the Tibet Information Service) from these 
conflictive areas. 
 
Despite a nominally pluralist language policy since the ascendancy of Deng Xiaoping, 
the tangible results are not consistent with the policy’s theoretical aims. The true extent 
of the implementation, or rather non-implementation, of minority language promotion 
is extremely difficult for a casual observer in the West – or even in China outside the 
minority areas – to fathom. It is well-publicised in general introductory publications 
and web-sites about the national minorities and in minority areas, that scripts have been 
created for languages such as Zhuang, Mien (Yao), Naxi and Bai and that they have 
been promoted.  
 
However, little or no attempt is usually made to explain that they have only been 
promoted in a few limited experimental situations and that the majority of speakers of 
these languages not only are illiterate in these scripts and have no opportunity to learn 
them, but that moreover many are even ignorant of their existence. A good example of 
this is the article by Zhou Qingsheng (1991) in which he analyses types of bilingual 
education among different national minorities (see also 5A.4.3.3 and 6.3.2.13), creating 
the false impression that this is the system for the vast majority of the non-Han speech 
communities. Even Bradley  (2001) when analysing the situation of script promotion 
among different branches of the Yi language family does not give much indication of 
the extent to which it has been applied.  
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This state of affairs brings to mind Scots who know nothing of the Gaelic language or 
of the threatened and precarious situation of the last remaining Gaelic-speaking areas, 
but proudly proclaim that the Western Isles are Gaelic-speaking, with Gaelic being the 
language of instruction and public life or of Irish who point to the official status of Irish 
to prove that the language is alive and well.  In Valencia, the Autonomous Government 
makes many declarations in favour of promoting and using Catalan as if this makes up 
for the complete lack of real sincere measures to do so. In China, an important sector of 
those in power wish to be seen to be promoting these languages and their scripts, while 
at the same time to save the trouble of actually doing so in any meaningful way, often 
because the personal interests of those in power (including many minority cadres) are 
contrary to their promotion. 
 
Due to the enormous variety of sociolinguistic situations in such a big country, 
generalisations are difficult. In the 55 years since the communists came to power there 
have been many ups and downs in minority language and script promotion, which has 
been neither continuous nor consistent. A brief period of idealistic and relatively 
sincere activity in favour of the equality of languages and empowerment through them 
in the early and mid 1950s (even if permeated with an unavoidable Han-centred 
patronising attitude and by Han-centred interests) was followed by 20 years of 
assimilationist policies during which advocates of promoting non-Han languages were 
suddenly deemed to be counterrevolutionary, unpatriotic and backward.  
  
By the time the post-Mao era arrived, the emphasis was not so much on the right of 
minority nationalities to use and develop their languages and scripts (despite lip-service 
to this effect), as on their right (and even duty) to learn Mandarin, either directly or 
with the help of the minority script.  The present plurilingual policy, which replaced the 
assimilationist Han-only phase, has been limited and piecemeal in scope and half-
heartedly applied and even since 1978 policies in many places have travelled a zigzag 
path.                   
 
In general, promotion of minority languages has not been fully carried out and in most 
areas the promotion has simply not been given a fair chance to prove itself and solve its 
teething problems. It is clear that the second pluralistic phase is not as idealistic and 
ideologically sincere as the first and has a greater element of Han-centeredness: apart 
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from perhaps a brief surge of idealism in the early 1980s the main tone of the 
promotion since then has not been on promoting non-Han languages and scripts for 
their own sake, but on learning Han. The promotion and use of Uyghur and Kazakh 
(formerly considered a model of linguistic equality by smaller minorities) is being 
drastically cut back in favour of Mandarin in an attempt to hanise the elites of these 
nationalities. In fact “promotion” can hardly be applied to Uyghur and Kazakh any 
more –“pruning” being perhaps a more appropriate word.  
 
In Tibet, where China could have scored a big propaganda victory at home and abroad 
by a generous, tolerant language (not to mention human-rights) policy, plans have been 
launched in the post-Maoist period to create a complete Tibetan-language education 
system and abandoned again. In the cases of Xinjiang and Tibet it seems that the 
government does not like the existence of non-hanised elites and is trying to neutralise 
them through hanisation. If supportive influential elites were ever to emerge among 
smaller minorities of the south-west, perhaps they would also be discouraged. 
 
The official position is that if minorities themselves do not support the use and 
development of their own languages and scripts they should not be forced to develop 
them being free to choose to do so or not. In areas with no (or weak) elites supportive 
of minority languages and scripts, no meaningful encouragement has been given to the 
formation or strengthening of such elites. On the contrary non-Han elites are generally 
encouraged to learn and use Mandarin as their main language, thus encouraging the 
natural hanising tendencies of these elites. Even in areas where few people speak Han, 
many members of minority nationality elites, who serve as role models for the “broad 
masses”, aspire to integrate themselves into the Han-speaking world and even bring up 
their children in Han only to “give them the right start in life.”  In the absence of an 
influential elite supporting the non-Han language this sets in motion a gradual but 
steady long-term process of irreversible language shift which may last various 
generations. At the same time Han is also progressively and unceasingly displacing 
other languages which serve as lingua franca at a more local level. These tendencies 
support the official point of view that Han is necessary as an interethnic lingua franca 
and key to socioeconomic progress.  
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As discussed under the Implementation Question in Chapter 6, the implementation of 
promotion measures have in many cases been opposed tooth and nail, not only by some 
Han cadres and members of the public, but also by hanised minority elites who rely on 
their knowledge of Han for their political and socio-economic power. Cadres in charge 
of policy implementation often prefer to implement their own “hidden agendas” which 
are incompatible with the official policy and largely in favour of maintaining complete 
Han-language hegemony. In many cases this has meant that important implementation 
directives have been ignored or only half-heartedly or symbolically carried out. 
Frequently they have been implemented in some areas but not in others, depending on 
the attitude of local cadres. In many cases what were intended as universal measures 
affecting the whole population of the nationality, have remained as isolated long-term 
“pilot projects”.    
  
The promotion of Chinese minority languages has seldom been carried out in a way 
which sincerely aims at creating a speech community in which the minority language 
has the same rights and uses as Han. The situation where this came closest to being 
applied was that of the Korean-speaking minority in Manchuria, followed by that of the 
Uyghur- and (to a lesser extent Kazakh-) speaking communities.  Even in Korean areas, 
non-Koreans (chiefly ethnic Han) were generally not expected to learn Korean, thus 
ensuring Korean did not occupy a linguistic monopoly.  In Xinjiang there were periods 
in the 1950s and at the beginning of the 1980s where policy was carried out reasonably 
sincerely, although again most Han (the second biggest linguistic group in Xinjiang) 
were not expected to learn Uyghur or Kazakh. Even when policy measures supporting 
linguistic empowerment and equality appear to have been genuinely applied, under 
examination they sometimes turn out to be handicapped or sabotaged by a series of 
accompanying or inherent covert countermeasures (see 6.3).  
  
The Chinese declarations of linguistic equality must be seen within their political and 
socio-economic context. The linguistic policy in China is the result of the interaction 
between various, sometimes contradictory, factors: on the one hand the Marxist ideals 
of equality and the recognition that denying the minorities the active use of their 
language puts obstacles in the way of social and economic development and on the 
other hand the desire among those in power (in their majority Han or hanised members 
of minority nationalities) to maintain their hegemony over the minority areas and to 
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impose the Han language and culture in all corners of the country. The socioeconomic, 
political and demographic forces working against minority languages have allowed 
China to have nominally pluralist policies in south-western China without any realistic 
fears of the hegemony of Han being seriously challenged (i.e. that the generously 
pluralistic policies will actually be fully implemented). Many people seem to be more 
impressed by the government’s propagandistic declarations of intent than by what they 
actually do in reality.  
 
Sometimes we linguists from the Western democracies have the tendency to criticise 
the plurilingual Chinese policy for not putting into practice its almost utopian Marxist 
ideals. Given the political unity of China under the hegemony of the Han nationality, 
should we be surprised at the role planned for Mandarin Han? With rare exceptions 
such as Switzerland and Belgium, what multinational states, including those with a 
policy of using and promoting minority languages, do not promote the use of a national 
language which serves some functions considered beyond the scope of lesser 
languages? Even in Catalonia, where there is a policy of promotion of minority 
languages which is the envy of minority languages throughout the world, Catalan has 
not yet succeeded in occupying all possible linguistic domains (such as the judiciary) 
and there is a bilingual policy where Castilian Spanish is the indispensable language.  
In the United States, “the land of the free,” there is no active initiative on the part of the 
government to preserve even indigenous languages and outright hostility towards 
encouraging the persistence of immigrant languages. If we look at the official 
assimilationist policy of intolerance towards linguistic diversity (and indeed one could 
say “linguistic genocide”) in France, it becomes difficult to establish a clear relation 
between democracy and tolerance of linguistic diversity and minority language rights. 
To what extent can we give lessons to the Chinese in the promotion of cultural 
diversity beyond explaining to them experiences in other countries? 
 
 
7.3.2 WHITHER ZHUANG AND NUOSU? 
7.3.2.1 WHITHER ZHUANG?  
Although speaking related Central and Northern Tai languages was the common 
identifying feature of the Zhuang, and although overcoming the language barrier was a 
major impetus for the creation of the Zhuang nationality and its autonomy, it is doubtful 
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if there was ever a wish on the part of the CCP to have a mainly Zhuang administrative 
area where the bulk of the administration and written communication would be carried 
out in Zhuang. It is true that they wished for rural Zhuang-speaking cadres who would 
be in touch with the Zhuang masses and gradually ease them into mainstream Han-
dominated Chinese society. However, a situation where Zhuang might be the principal, 
or at least equal, language of administration and public life seems not to have been 
seriously contemplated by those holding the reins of power. One telling indication is (as 
in most minority areas in China) the lack of pressure on local Han (except for certain 
rural cadres) to learn either oral or written Zhuang.  
 
If the intention had been to create large administrative units where Zhuang would be 
the main or at least equal working language, then the Western Guangxi Zhuang 
Autonomous Prefecture could have been expanded to include predominantly Zhuang 
areas elsewhere in Guangxi and in Wenshan (Yunnan Province), as well as mainly 
Bouyei areas of Guizhou and Yunnan. Instead, the original predominantly Zhuang 
autonomous unit was diluted within extensive and populous Han areas when the 
Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region was created. Even in counties such as Debao 
with virtually no Han residents, the administrative use of Zhuang is confined to the oral 
sphere. In a bigger unit where two thirds of the inhabitants know no Zhuang and where 
the Bouyei and Zhuang outside Guangxi were excluded, how could one even seriously 
expect the language to be given prominence and status in the running of the region? 
 
Another matter is many of the linguists, educationalists and other cadres involved in 
planning the promotions of Zhuang in the 1950s, and again in the early 1980s. I have 
no doubt that many of these envisaged long-term state-encouraged bilingualism along 
the lines of the tolerant Han-Uyghur bilingualism which emerged in Xinjiang during 
the same periods, but that they failed to sufficiently anticipate the depth of problems 
such as dialectal diversity, lack of ethnic solidarity and the lack support from Zhuang 
elites, the lack of a supportive Zhuang-speaking elite and the outright opposition and 
non-cooperation of large sections of influential cadres.  They naïvely saw through rose-
coloured spectacles the promotion of Zhuang as an opportunity to make monolingual 
peasants, whom the Chinese Communist Party felt cut off from, and unable to 
communicate with, literate in order to integrate them into mainstream communist 
Chinese society, both by teaching them the ideals and morals of communist China in 
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Zhuang and using Zhuang literacy as a vehicle for learning Han. To what extent such 
people envisaged this as a first transitional step to Hanisation is an open question. From 
talking to many different people, I think a wide range of views on this question existed. 
Articles written in 1992 (e.g. Wuming County Education Office, 1992, Wu Chaoqian, 
1992 and Lu Ruichang, 1992), just before the final burial of the promotion, when 
responsibility for it was transferred from the Minority Language and Scripts Committee 
to Guangxi Education Bureau, show that those in charge of the promotion still defended 
it tooth and nail to the end, hoping (against all odds as it happened) that the promotion 
would be implemented more seriously and on a greater scale. That these “experts” were 
simply ignored and sidelined shows the strength of opposition in the administration to 
the Zhuang script. 
 
At best, the bulk of politically influential cadres only wished to pay lip service to the 
promotion in order to be able to say to the world, “Look, we promote Zhuang in 
education and public life and even on the Renminbi banknotes,” without mentioning 
that this affects only a minute proportion of the Zhuang-speaking population. This is 
somewhat reminiscent of Irish people trumpeting the official status of their national 
language, which is now moribund even in the Gaeltacht areas.  However, many more 
influential cadres simply opposed the promotion of Zhuang outright. 
  
The result of 2 failed promotions has been to make people wary of embarking on 
further adventures in Zhuang literacy and has given the anti-pluralist lobby ammunition 
in favour of not repeating the experience. They can now say with a clean conscious “we 
tried hard to promote Zhuang, but the people just didn’t want it and it just didn’t work”.  
After all, a pillar of Chinese language policy is that minority language speakers should 
not be forced to promote and use the script against their will. Unfortunately, taking 
Zhuang literacy off the political agenda will not help the large numbers of rural Zhuang 
not fluent in Han and living in poverty. 
 
Linguistic substitution in favour of Han and in detriment of Zhuang is a long ongoing 
process, which was completed long ago in parts of eastern Guangxi and further east and 
is now taking place in more western areas, radiating from urban centres and areas of 
Han population. Even though there are still large rural areas where hardly anyone 
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speaks fluent Han, it is evident that gradually increasing bilingualism followed by 
eventual loss of Zhuang is the most likely foreseeable long-term scenario.  
 
My overall impression is that few people, even a large part of its speakers, care much 
about the long-term survival of Zhuang. The urbanised Zhuang abandon their language 
at the first chance and there has been a remarkable lack of interest in the officially-
sanctioned promotion of a written and oral standard language which had the potential to 
unite a language community of almost 20 million speakers. While many people have a 
blind faith that Zhuang will survive in rural areas for ever just as it has up till the 
present, I think it inevitable that rural Zhuang speech communities will ultimately 
succumb to linguistic substitution in favour of Han over the next few generations. 
Obviously the sheer fact of widespread Zhuang monolingualism and the consequent 
serious communication gap between Zhuang and Han speakers will delay language 
shift in favour of Han for some time. However, in the absence of an effective and 
written and oral standard capable of uniting the different dialects, of gaining acceptance 
and of being used in everyday life, I see little hope of its speakers remaining faithful to 
Zhuang once they have gained fluency in Han. 
  
7.3.2.2 WHITHER NUOSU? 
As in the case of Guangxi, different parts of the administration have had different ideas 
of what the promotion should mean. As pointed out throughout this thesis, an important 
part of urbanised, hanised cadres have never wanted a meaningful state-promoted long-
term stable bilingualism, but rather a gradual transition towards Han. On pragmatic 
grounds they accept transitional Nuosu literacy and bilingual education for core rural 
areas, but not for those who do not need it. On the other hand there are many cadres 
(with more influence than their Zhuang counterparts) who probably also envisaged a 
kind of “Xinjiang scenario” of comparative linguistic equality and tolerance. Indeed if 
all cadres and members of the public carried out the language planning measures to 
their logical consequences and if local Han took the trouble to (or were obliged to) 
learn Nuosu, then Nuosu would have an equal place in public, political, social, 
educational and commercial and other spheres such as the mass media. 
 
Some Nuosu are aware of the danger of possible language shift and show signs of an 
awakening consciousness that the acquisition of the Han language need not necessarily 
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entail the long-term rejection and extinction of the Nuosu language. Whether these 
Nuosu who are aware of the dangers facing their language and culture will organise and 
articulate themselves strongly enough on a political and social level to be able to 
influence the attitudes of bilingual Nuosu of child-raising age in favour of stable, long-
term Nuosu-Han bilingualism is not easy to foretell.  I believe that, given the strength 
of Nuosu ethnic consciousness and the deep-seated popular mistrust of Han culture, this 
is attainable, at least in core Nuosu areas with a low proportion of Han, but will require 
a high degree of awareness-creating among the Nuosu speech communities and their 
active participation in the language planning process. The crucial test for the future 
vitality of Nuosu will be to what extent it can continue developing and evolving in a 
future bilingual society and in how far bilingual, biliterate Nuosu will be conscious of 
the importance of intergenerational transmission of Nuosu. Can the Nuosu script 
survive alongside Han characters? Will a consciousness of the importance of preventing 
language shift extend among the Nuosu elite? The lessons of other minority languages 
elsewhere do not auger well. 
 
 
7.3.3 SOME THOUGHTS ON LANGUAGE SHIFT  
Since 1978 there have been momentous economic and political reforms, which among 
other things have lead to a loosening of the authorities’ grip over the population: not 
only is it now much more difficult to mobilise the public to participate in mass literacy 
campaigns and other activities, but also to control their movements as tightly as in 
Maoist times. The last several decades have seen large-scale immigration of Han-
speakers into minority areas, as well as a drift of minority language speakers to urban 
Han-speaking cities such as Kunming, Chengdu and Beijing. It is thus increasingly 
difficult for minority language speakers to exclude from their socioeconomic networks 
interactions where a knowledge of Han is necessary (or at least advantageous) and  a 
rapid increase in bilingualism with minority language-Han diglossia, and (in many 
previously monolingual non-Han areas) language shift in favour of Han, is taking place.  
 
Chinese policy is still largely geared towards creating bilingual Han-minority language 
speech communities out of monolingual minority language ones and has not adequately 
prepared a coherent policy to deal with preventing bilingual speech communities 
shifting to Han only. Given that many people perceive only non-Han monolingualism, 
Chapter 7.  Conclusions 
 505 
but not language shift in favour of Han, to be a problem, and given the powerful Han-
centric hidden agendas outlined in the section on covert measures as well as recent 
language policy in Xinjiang and Tibet, I am highly sceptical as to the commitment of 
the Chinese establishment (including an important part of the minority elites) to work in 
favour of the maintenance of stable long-term bilingualism. 
 
As the sociolinguistic history of speech communities such as Lower Brittany and the 
Gaelic-speaking areas of Scotland (the Gaidhealtachd) illustrates, the transition from 
societies where almost nobody speaks the official state language to ones where nobody 
speaks the autochthonous language can happen extremely quickly, even in the space of 
3 generations. Two centuries ago in the Scottish Highlands, and a mere century ago in 
Lower Brittany, Gaelic or Breton monolingualism were perceived by many to be the 
main problem and not the imminent and irrecoverable loss of these languages. By 
today, despite a revival in both areas which has come too late, the intergenerational 
transmission of these languages is almost a subject for comment (especially in the 
Breton case).  Unfortunately, attitudes take time to adjust to new situations and 
realities.  In the 1970s, when the intergenerational transmission of Gaelic had already 
ceased among many families on the Isle of Skye, some older people told me that it was 
a pity to see Gaelic dying out, but that the children needed English to get on in the 
world, as if the acquisition of Gaelic would have hindered the acquisition and 
simultaneous mastery of English. Such stubborn attitudes in a society obsessed with the 
consequences of not mastering the majority language have surely inhibited the growth 
of a bilingual society and accelerated language shift in favour of the majority language. 
 
The persistence of such widespread misconceptions regarding bilingualism and 
language maintenance among the general public of many cultures and countries shows 
that conclusions of linguists and educationalists based on generations of research and 
observation are totally ignored and have not been even minimally popularised.  
 
 
7.3.4 IS THERE AN ALTERNATIVE TO PROMOTING MINORITY 
NATIONALITY SCRIPTS? 
The scenario of ignoring Han and only promoting the minority language is not a 
political option. The most obvious alternative strategy to the policy of promoting 
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minority nationality languages and scripts would be to ignore their existence (or at least 
minimize their importance), actively promote Han in all possible ways and wait until 
the population is fully hanised over the course of time. This would in the long-run solve 
the problem of ignorance of the Han language, but, in my personal opinion, at a terrible 
social and economic cost to the Zhuang and Nuosu communities.  It is extremely 
difficult, in both the case of Zhuang and Nuosu, to predict how long such a language 
shift in monolingual, impoverished rural backwaters would take. In the age of 
globalisation new factors difficult to foresee could come into play. At present (and for 
well over a decade) this scenario has effectively been the preferred option in Zhuang 
areas of Guangxi. Even in the mid-1980s only a tiny fraction of the Zhuang-speaking 
population was being made literate in Zhuang. Even in Liangshan there are many who 
favour such a policy. 
 
 
7.4 CLOSING COMMENTS  
I would like to end by quoting again my comment from Chapter 2, which is totally true 
in the case of Zhuang. The fact that Nuosu has managed to get beyond this stage is a 
measure of its comparative success within the context of south-western Chinese non-
Han languages: 
 
 The main impression given was that minority script promotion in south-western China was 
generally confined to isolated remote mountain or rural areas, that it affected only a small 
proportion of monolingual non-Han speakers, was meeting a lot of resistance from both Han 
and minority cadres (and indeed from large parts of the public) and that many bilingual 
education and other promotional activities were unable to get beyond an “experimental” 
phase. 
 
If languages and scripts such as Nuosu and Zhuang are to have a more meaningful 
future, then their speech communities must be properly informed, motivated and in 
control of initiatives to promote them. The Chinese government must also promote 
adequate top-down measures to support and harness bottom-up activity as well as 
providing at a macro level the political and economic context in which such measures 
can flourish. There are limited possibilities of more efficient bottom-up mobilisation 
materialising in the case of Nuosu, but this is extremely unlikely in the case of Zhuang.  
Regarding the provision of top-down language planning measures and the creation of a 
political and socioeconomic order which favours these languages to flourish within 
their linguistic eco-systems, events in Xinjiang, where policies tolerant to Uyghur and 
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Kazakh have been dramatically scaled down, and Tibet, where complete Tibet-medium 
promotion was never given a proper chance, leave little room for optimism. Admittedly 
south-western ethnic groups (especially the Zhuang) do not pose the same threat to 
Chinese unity as those of Xinjiang and Tibet, but I think there is deep-seated mistrust of 
letting non-Han languages become too powerful and influential, even if they are only 
used in restricted marginal contexts. 
 
 
7.5 RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH  
Below I suggest some topics for future research which would shed light on the 
dynamics of language behaviour and policy in non-Han speech communities.  
 
1) Language loyalty and intergenerational language transmission among members of 
minority language communities –in particular among their upwardly mobile, 
educated and urbanised elites- and what determines their decisions to transmit their 
native language or not to their children. 
 
2) The question as to why a generalised attitude persists among many parents, cadres, 
administrations and the public at large that minority language education and literacy 
is a waste of time and incompatible with learning Han. 
 
3) Determining attitudes of local Han to non-Han languages and under what 
circumstances they learn (or might be prepared to learn) minority languages and 
scripts. 
 
4) Carrying out sociolinguistic attitude surveys in minority language areas. 
 
5) Compiling accurate language atlases and carrying out detailed studies of language 
use and trends in minority areas. 
 
6) The potential for cooperation with foreign or Chinese NGOs or with foreign 
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ANNEX 1 NON-LINGUISTIC BACKGROUND TO 
LIANGSHAN 
 
     GEOGRAPHY  
     Liangshan – meaning the Cool Mountains - is the name given by the Han to the 
mountain range within the northern side of the loop formed by the upper Yangtze in the 
south of Sichuan and northwest of Yunnan, just to the southeast of the Tibetan plateau, 
to the north of the Yunnan-Guizhou Plateau (and separated from it by the Yangtze or 
Jinsha River) and to the southwest of the Sichuan Basin. The inaccessible parts of this 
mountain range, a large part of which is over 3,000 meters high, were known to 
Westerners as Independent Lololand until in 1950s and to the Nuosu inhabitants as 
Nuosu Muddi or Nimu or Land of the Nuosu (Harrell, Bamo and Ma, 2000: 3). In 
contrast the lower-lying valleys, such as that of the Anning river, with their Han 
majorities were administered by the Chinese, although its inhabitants lived in constant 
fear of being attacked and kidnapped by Nuosu from Independent Lololand.    
 
Liangshan is divided by the valley of the River Anning which flows southwards into 
the Yangtze. The part to the east of the Valley of Anning (and to the east until reaching 
the eastern side of the loop of the Jinsha or Yangtze) is called the Greater Liangshan or 
Daliangshan (大凉山) - the Greater Cool Mountains - and is the Nuosu traditional 
nucleus and the great majority of the population is still ethnically and linguistically 
Nuosu. The part to the west of the Anning Valley (and to the west until reaching the 
western side of the loop of the Jinsha or Yangtze) is known as Lesser Liangshan or 
Xiaoliangshan (小凉山) - the Lesser Cool Mountains - and is an area which was settled 




 centuries.  It is also inhabited by many Han and 
speakers of Qiang languages (generally classified as Tibetans because of their religious 
affiliation) and Naze (a Tibeto-Burman language of the Loloid or Yi branch, officially 
considered in Yunnan to be the Muosu dialect of Naxi and unofficially –and 
mistakenly- considered by some on the Sichuanese side to be a dialect of Mongolian). 
The Anning Valley and some other areas, such as the towns of Yanyuan, Yanbian, 
Mianning and the surrounding valleys have had a Han majority, interspersed with a 
Nuosu minority, for many centuries.  
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  Traditionally Nimu –the Land of the Nuosu- was divided between the Chinese 
provinces of Sikang (Daliangshan and a part of Xiaoliangshan) and Yunnan (a part of 
Xiaoliangshan), but in 1955 the province of Sikang was incorporated into Sichuan. 
According to the present geo-polítical divisions Nimu corresponds to the main Nuosu-
speaking areas of Greater and Lesser Liangshan. 
   
INDEPENDENT LOLOLAND 
Before the Mongol Yuan Dynasty (from 1279 till 1368), when Liangshan became part 
of the Chinese Empire, a great part of the nzymo (or nobles) were probably subject to 
the kingdom of Nanzhao, centred in Yunnan and independent of China. In the 
southwest of China the Yuan, Ming and Qing (1644-1912) authorities normally 
governed the minority areas indirectly by way of a Tusi  or native ruler system (土司). 
During the Yuan dynasty and the first part of the Ming dynasty (1279-1368) first the 
Mongol and later the Chinese central authorities governed the majority of the Nuosu 
areas by way of Nuosu nzymo upon whom they bestowed the title Tusi. According to 
Harrell (2000: 7-8)  
 
But nzymo hegemony was never universal in Nimu [= the Nuosu areas of Liangshan], 
and toward the end of the Ming period aristocratic nuoho clans in many areas revolted 
and drove the often highly Hanified nzymo away from the Nuosu core areas toward the 
peripheries of the territory. Thus, in the twentieth century, Liangshan consisted of a 
patchwork of nzymo-ruled areas, areas dominated by aristocratic nuoho, and a few places 
where neither of these upper strata was present and the commoner qunuo were the de 
facto local lords.  
 
Regardless of which of these three systems predominated in the different areas, the 
result was that the Chinese central governments effectively were not in control of these 
areas, even where Nzymo ruled as Tusi. Due to the fact that ″.... until 1956 the Nuosu 
heartland was never effectively ruled by any outside power, imperial or modern” 
(Harrell, 2000: 5) Westerners referred to it as independent Lololand.  Goullart (1959, 
pàg. 119-121) describes at the end of the 30s a Nuosu Nzymo, the Prince Molin, (Lin 
Guangdian in Han) who governed a territory around Tianba in the mountains of the 
north of what is today Ganluo County. Tianba is just to the south of the River Dadu 
which was the traditional northern border of the Nuosu and just to the south of the Han 
city of Fulin (today Hanyuan), where the aforementioned Nzymo had a residence in 
territory under control of the Chinese central government. 
 
Annex 1    Non-linguistic background to Liangshan 
 530 
The princes, whose domains directly adjoined Chinese-controlled territories usually had 
their titles confirmed by the Chinese Government as ‘tousze’, which means ruling prince or 
paramount chief, and they were supplied with appropriate seals of office. It was an 
eminently save-facing device to the Chinese who thus maintained the fiction that somehow 
they were in control of large parts of the Lolo territory, although the fact that they could not 
enter, except by very special permission from the nzemo, was sedulously concealed, 
especially from foreigners. Prince Molin was in the category of a prince, and he was 
frankly pleased with the arrangements. No Chinese could enter his vast territory without an 
explicit invitation, a Lolo passport which carried the prince’s guarantee for the person’s 
safety. On the other hand, Prince Molin could travel all over China as he wished, perhaps 
without much pomp but, at least, with marked deference from the Chinese 
authorities.....The usual Chinese requirement for such Lolo princes was to maintain a 
separate yamen [= residència] on Chinese soil and reside there from time to time, the idea 
being of course that the prince could be seized in times of trouble. 
....... 
There had always been bad blood between the Lolos and the Chinese, the latter evidently 
not being able to forgive them for occupying so large a territory. In 1868 the famous 
Chinese warrior, General Chao, led a great expedition against the Lolos. The Chinese were 
utterly defeated in battle and had to abandon to the Lolos considerable portions of what was 
considered Chinese soil. They nevertheless made several more unsuccessful attempts to 







 centuries there was a lot of demographic pressure from Han living 
on the edges of Liangshan (Harrell, 2000: 8), for example in the Anning and Dadu 
Valleys which provoked an increase of Nuosu resistance and incursions to Han farming 
villages in these areas to capture slaves. At the same time, however, the Nuosu 
expanded westwards to Xiaoliangshan or Lesser Liangshan which they settled until 
they ended up forming a significant part of the population. Here they came into contact 
with speakers of Qiang languages (the Majority of whom today are officially classified 
as Tibetans), with Naze or Naxi and also with Han locals. 
  
THE ORIGIN OF THE NUOSU 
The origin of the Nuosu, and that of the other Yi is a mystery concerning which there 
are many different hypotheses, for example that they come from the north (from Gansu 
or Qinghai), from the west (from the area between Tibet, Burma and Yunnan).  For 
example Goullart (1959: 118-9) cites the same Prince Molin, who informs him 
 
..... that, according to some genealogical records in the possession of old noble families, the 
Lolos’ original home was in what are now the Chinese provinces of Kweichow [= 
Guizhou] and Yunnan, but the Chinese military expeditions against them, in the eighteenth 
century utterly destroyed their old habitat, forcing those who had survived to flee to the 
inaccessible and at that time, uninhabited mountain fastnesses of the west. 
 
Harrell (2000: 7) in contrast, believes that the Nuosu have been in Liangshan for at 
least a 1,000 years.  
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TRADITIONAL SOCIETY UP TO THE REFORMS OF 1956 
The social system is not the topic of this thesis. Among others, Winnington (1962) and 
various works written or edited by Harrell have described this subject. In recent years 
(especially since the 1980s) controversy has arisen over the true nature of the traditional 
system of slavery among the Nuosu of Liangshan, practised until the 1956 reforms. 
 
A basic tenant of Chinese Marxism (taught in China as an objective fact and up till now 
only minimally questioned) is that of the five stages of history which go back to the 
ideas of the American Lewis Henry Morgan and refined by Engel. According to this 
dogma, the historical development of society passes necessarily through 6 stages of 
economic systems: 
 
1) Initially, before the beginning of a class-based society, there is a primitive 
communist society which initially is matrilineal and later patrilineal. 




6) Pure communism. 
 
Some societies, because of their special contexts, are able to skip one or more of these 
phases (for example many Yi passed directly from a slave society to socialism after the 
social reforms of 1956. This theory has had a big influence on the classification of the 
Yi nationality as a unified category and also on the description of the social situation 
which existed in Liangshan prior to the social reforms of in 1950x.  
 
According to Chinese communist authors, the Nuosu of Liangshan had an extremely 
cruel slave society, similar to that of Rome or ancient Greece, corresponding to the 
second of these historical stages. For example, all the Marxist analyses of the Nuosu 
have defined their society according to this dogmatic discourse and have postulated that 
other branches of the Yi nationality have already entered different sub-phases of the 
feudal phase. The descriptions of Winnington (1962) of interviews with former slaves 
in Ninglang County in Lesser Liangshan paint a picture of cruel society where the 
majority of the population was submitted to extreme and prolonged suffering.  
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When I asked in Liangshan (in 1994 and 1995) about the system of slaves, which had 
been officially abolished almost 40 years previously, the usual answer was that 
although it was a very hard system, it was not as terrible as the official descriptions 
painted it. According to the Nuosu whom I asked (admittedly many of whom had 
belonged to higher castes), many slave-owners treated their slaves with respect and 
affectionately. They also emphasised that the members of the high castes were 
sometimes materially no or little better off than their serfs and slaves due to the extreme 
economic deprivation of the mountain area. In the last few years, a growing number of 
Nuosu and non-Nuosu intellectuals have questioned the Marxist scheme (which 
presents the Nuosu as if they were a primitive prehistoric fossil).  
 
Goullart (1959: 119-121) cites a description, at the close of in 1930s, of the social 
system from the point of view of the nzymo Prince Molin: 
 
The real Lolos, Prince Molin enlightened me, were the Noble Lolos or as they styled 
themselves, the Black Bone aristocracy, analogous to the Blue Blood of English 
aristocracy. The set-up in Lololand was feudal. At the top of the social pyramid were the 
nzemos who were like princes. They controlled several clans and were rich and active; 
below them were the nobles equivalent to dukes, who controlled only one or two clans. 
There were also independent but powerful families with extensive land holdings and local 
influence who might be termed marquises and barons.  
[.........] 
The Noble Lolos were born warriors and essentially a pastoral people, given to breeding all 
kinds of domestic animals. But agricultural labour and all kinds of menial tasks were not 
considered a fit occupation for the aristocracy, and so they had serfs and slaves to perform 
these duties for them. These subject classes had their own strata and collectively were 
known as White Lolos.  
 
In no case were they related to the Black Bone Lolos, who always remained a race apart, 
like the Brahmin caste of India, intermarrying only within their own circle. The White 
Lolos had always been recruited from among the surrounding Chinese and Chiang tribes by 
the simple expedient of conquest and kidnapping. As they were strictly forbidden to talk 
their own dialect while in Lolo captivity, in a generation or two they became true Lolos in 
everything but blood. The hard-working and loyal slaves were elevated to serfs after 
several generations and many were given complete freedom, while enjoying their lord’s 
protection and assistance. As the nobles despised trade, they were invaluable intermediaries 
between the Noble Lolos and the Chinese in obtaining supplies of necessities, having 
unrestricted entrée to both to Chinese territory and to their former master’s castle. Lolos 
who were defeated in battles with other clans sometimes migrated to faraway mountain 
ranges and sometimes the serfs, freed altogether, by the extinction of their lord’s family 
also moved to new territories to lead a separate existence. 
 
Harrell (2000: 5-6) sums up as follows pre-communist Nuosu society: 
 
The Nuosu lived a tribal existence - without permanent rulers, without courts or formal 
governmental institution, without clearly marked territories. Their society was ordered by a 
complex network of patrilineal clans, each commanding the absolute loyalty of its 
members, ready to fight to defend themselves against territorial or personal insults from 
others, but also ready to marry and ally with neighbour clans. .......  Clans are tied to one 
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another by marriage. In the old days a young woman and man were matched, often as 
children....... Today when Nuosu strangers meet, the first thing they will inquire about is 
clan affiliation. Those in the same clan will recite their paternal genealogies for as long as it 
takes to find the nearest common ancestor.  [.......] Clans were ranked into castes.  
 
The highest cast were the nzymos who, as we have already seen, had lost influence and 
power in many areas (especially far away from Han areas) to the next cast down on the 
scale, the nuoho, aristocrats who governed the plebeian qunuo, except in some areas 
where there were no nuohu clans and where the qunuo governed. Both nuoho and 
qunuo owned mgajie or serfs, who worked the land, and gaxy or slaves who used as 
personal domestic servants. Many gaxy had inherited their status as slaves, but some 
were members of Han or other nationalities that had been captured in raids and others 
again were higher caste Nuosu who had fallen on hard times (ibid and other sources).  
 
Where nuohu lords and qunuo retainers lived together, the retainers owed their overlords 
labor services; gifts at marriages, funerals, and holidays; and loyalty in war. When the lords 
moved, as they frequently did in this very mobile society, the retainers often moved with 
them. ...... The serfs, whether servants of commoners or aristocrats, were bound to the land 
but carried out their own independent household economies. The slaves labored at the 
behest of their masters and had no independent economic existence. When slaves were 
allowed by their masters to marry, they could then set up independent households and in 
effect could rise to the slightly less debased position of serfs. 
 
Castes preserved their unity and purity by strict prohibitions against marriage between 
casts. This meant that serfs could almost never rise to the status of commoners and 
commoners never crossed te line into the aristocracy. A clan that allowed one of its 
members to marry someone from a lower cast would be ostracized by its caste peers.... [...]  
Although they did not intermarry, members of different castes interacted casually in 
everyday life. Only on certain occasions would it b possible to tell which people in a 
community held which rank.  [Ibid:6] 
  
While the Chinese communists have surely exaggerated the degree of cruelty of the 
caste system, it was by no stretch of the imagination any Shangri-La, neither for the 
lower castes – nor for that matter for higher castes. 
  
LIVING CONDITIONS 
The geography of Liangshan does not permit an economically ideal lifestyle. Harrell 
(2000:3-4) describes thus the living conditions of the Nuosu: 
 
The land of the Nuosu is as rugged as the people.[...] Swift rivers, good for occasional 
fishing but not much else, run between a few narrow plains and the steep slopes that stretch 
toward the sky. Only a lucky few can live and farm on flat land. Most people live in 
isolated houses or small village clusters clinging to the mountainsides, building their 
dwellings out of whatever materials are available locally -- wooden boards or planks, piled 
stones, or packed mud for walls; and straw thatch, wood shingles held down by rocks, or 
sometimes overlapping  stone slabs for roofs. Floors are nothing but packed dirt, and 
furniture is simple, with home life centering around the floor hearth. 
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Around their simple dwellings Nuosu have traditionally lived by a mixture of farming and 
herding Their land for the most part has always been too high above sea level, and thus too 
cold, to grow the wet rice that is the staple of lowland peoples, but they gladly eat rice 
when and where they can get it. Most of the time, however, they have had to rely on 
coarser grains -- corn and wheat in the middle elevations, oats on the highest slopes, and 
potatoes and buckwheat just about everywhere. A day’s fare often consists only of 
potatoes, roasted in the hearth fire and peeled by hand, accompanied by pickled vegetable 
soup and perhaps dipped in hot peppers. Nuosu agriculture has never been very productive, 
and for that reason the population is scattered much more sparsely on the land than are the 
Han Chinese in the lowlands.  
 
But land unsuitable for farming means plenty of pasture. Nuosu have always kept horses 
for transport and as work animals, or for the sheer pleasure of displaying and racing them; 
cattle for work and also to eat; and sheep, goats chickens and pigs for wool, meat, and eggs. 
Meat, however, is usually restricted to special occasions -- weddings, funerals, holidays, or 
anytime unexpected guests came from far away.  
 
I was witness to this last point, when some Nuosu families whom I visited in 1994 and 
1995 slaughtered animals in my honour, which (knowing that they were not well off) 
caused me to feel very guilty. Also I witnessed a bimo’s ceremony at the house of a 
sick toddler, where a sheep, a goat, a pig and hens were sacrificed for the occasion. 
Nuosu food is very different to that of the Han Chinese. Typically it is boiled rather 
than fried –as in Han cooking - and meat is cut into large pieces. People eat with their 
hands or with a wooden spoon from out of a communal bowl and traditionally without 
chopsticks. Sometimes individual wooden bowels are used. 
 
The Nuosu culture is not the topic of this thesis and therefore I shall no deal here with 
fascinating aspects such as traditional costumes (still very much in evidence in many 
rural areas such as Zhaojue), the architecture, crafts, music, festivals, ceremonies, 
religious beliefs and the anthropological situation.  
  
COMMUNICATIONS 
Communications were very difficult and travellers like Goullart (1959), Winnington 
(1962) and Covell (1990) were witnesses to the lack of means of transport and passable 
roads within the Nuosu areas, because of the steep-sided mountainous terrain, a great 
part of which was covered by dense jungle (but which unfortunately has largely 
disappeared during the last 50 years). They travelled on foot or, if they were lucky, on 
horseback or with the help of servants to carry their luggage. When I visited Zhaojue it 
was necessary on several occasions to walk a good half hour before reaching a house or 
hamlet, but even these were considered easily reached, well-communicated places near 
to main roads. Many rural Nuosu live many hours walk from the nearest road (not to 
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mention other public services or utilities). A problem cited in many works on education 
is that children in isolated houses or hamlets have to walk very long distances (often 




The Nuosu believe in good and evil spirits (both of their forefathers and of others) and 
in demons with great supernatural powers. These control all of life’s happenings (both 
positive and negative). At same time the Nuosu believe in a supreme invisible creator 
spirit, a god of the heavens. According to Covell (1990: 95) this god of the heavens has 
a son who busies himself with human affairs. Also there is a belief in a demonic 
controller spirit. Their religion also contains important elements of shamanism, Taoism 
and fetishism.  
 
The bimo 
The bimo or priests are relevant to this thesis, because they were the principal guardians 
of the transmission of the literary tradition. Who was eligible to be a bimo? According 
to Harrell (2000: 6) bimo “....were males from specific clans with priestly traditions, 
interestingly, almost all of the bimo clans were commoners.” There are both hereditary 
bimo (from stipulated clans with a tradition of producing bimo) and bimo who had 
acquired their knowledge through a period of apprenticeship. 
 
What did bimo do? According to Ma Erzi (2000: 51), a Nuosu author,  
 
Bimo recite all kinds of texts and perform all kinds of ceremonies: for the living they divine 
auspicious days and times, exorcise ghosts and expel evils, replace misfortune with good 
fortune, and regulate ethical behaviour; and for the dead they provide offerings, lead the 
way to the world of the ancestors, and ensure peaceful rest in the next world.   
 
When I visited Zhaojue in 1994 and 1995 the bimo were much sought after and 
respected according to the traditional proverb “‘When the nzymo ... comes, the bimo 
does not have to stand up out of respect’ (Nzy la bi a de).” (Harrell, 2000: 6). Harrell 
(2000: 9) confirms the present high status of bimo with a little preoccupation,  
 
           “.... almost as many boys in Meigu County are studying to become bimo as are in regular 
schools, whatever the result may be for economic development.”  
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As I have previously mentioned, I was witness to a ceremony to cure a sick little girl. 
As well as sacrificing various farm animals (a sheep, a pig, some hens and a goat), two 
bimo chanted sacred scripts from rolls of parchment in order to expulse the demons 
which had caused the sickness. 
 
One important reason for the revived popularity of bimo, was that the rural Nuosu still 
believe strongly in their healing powers, trusting them more than western doctors. 
Various informants in Zhaojue expressed this opinion to me in 1994 and 1995 and in 
summer 1995 I witnessed a ceremony conducted by two youngish bimo in a village on 
the Meigu River (just inside Meigu County) to cure the 2 year old niece of my host, the 
head of the Language and Script Committee of Zhaojue County. For several hours the 
bimo chanted from traditional scriptures and then sacrificed various animals, which 
were then cooked and eaten. The sick girl later made a complete recovery.  This high 
esteem for the medical abilities of bimo among the Nuosu public is borne out by 
Heberer (2001:228). No doubt the positive psychosomatic effect plays a key role, 
although how much this can be the case with a 2 year old is open to question. 
 
Coupled with this belief in the bimo’s medical expertise is the collapse of the public 
health care system since the introduction of the socialist market economy in the 1980s, 
following the removal of subsidies, free medical care and the subsequent closure or 
downgrading of many clinics and preventive programmes (Heberer 2001: 224). There 
have been renewed outbreaks of infectious diseases and I members of a visiting 
UNESCO delegation in Zhaojue 1995 painted me a depressing picture of the dismal 
service of state health provision. Thus even if people prefer modern medicine (which in 
rural areas at least they tend not to), they do not have access to an adequate standard of 
care, cannot afford it and often have to work for hours along difficult paths to reach 
clinics. 
 
Another important reason for the popularity of bimo is their function as intellectuals 
and guardians of traditional Nuosu knowledge transmitted through manuscripts. 
Heberer 2001 (228) points out that in a time of such threatening social change, many 
Nuosu cultivate traditional Nuosu religion and beliefs representing nostalgia for the 
past in order to protect their own identity. 
 
Annex 1    Non-linguistic background to Liangshan 
 537 
Boys belonging to a hereditary bimo clan can become bimo by inheritance (it is felt that 
if there is a bimo in the father’s generation, at least one of the son’s generation should 
be one) or, usually by paying a high fee, through apprenticeship to a hereditary bimo, 
although such non-hereditary bimo can only perform certain limited rituals, cannot pass 
their skills and secrets on to their children (who would have to be apprenticed to a 
hereditary bimo), receive lower fees for their services than hereditary bimo and are not 
held in such high esteem. Sometimes it is determined by divination at a boy’s birth that 
he should become a bimo and sometimes the parents decide, either of their own free 
will or in response to a sickness or disaster (Bamo Ayi 2001, 122).  
 
Sunyi 
Other religious specialists were the sunyi who could be from any social cast; they could 
even be - unlike the bimo - serfs or slaves. They were a kind of shaman and their 
authority derives from inspiration rather than knowledge of written scripts. As a 
consequence they are not as relevant to the script as are the bimo. 
  
LIANGSHAN SINCE 1950:       
Political History  
The Peoples’ Liberation Army entered the mountainous stronghold of Liangshan in 
1950 and set up a new administrative framework in an area which the central 
Government had never before directly administered. Perhaps because they were aware 
of the precariousness of the power they held in this new area, at the beginning the 
communists made no radical changes to the social structure as they did in the greater 
part of China. This meant that all the social casts continued as before. The communists 
divided the previously Independent Lololand into counties (县 xiàn) and also initiated 
the construction of roads, public buildings, schools and other infrastructures. The 
communists officially defined the Nuosu as Yi, together with the majority of the other 
groups of the south-west of China who (just like the Nuosu) previously were known as 
Luoluo or Lolo.  
 
In 1956 the communists initiated democratic reforms and the situation in Ninglang in 
Lesser Liangshan is described in some detail in Winnington (1962). Slavery was 
abolished as were the obligations of serfs to their masters and mistresses. According to 
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the descriptions of Winnington (confirmed by Harrell, 2000:8, in reference to Greater 
Liangshan) the implementation of the reforms was generally carried out diplomatically 
and peacefully without alienating, and with the cooperation of, the greater part of the 
higher casts. Then reforms were also carried out. 
  
Starting in 1957, a series of radical, extreme, and very often violent, campaigns were 
launched: first the Anti-Rightist Campaign, followed in 1958 by the Great Leap 
Forward and the movement of the Peoples’ Communes etc. Class struggle now replaced 
the former mild policies.  This provoked an armed uprising, led by some discontent 
aristocrats, which lasted for a few years, until the guerrillas were put down by the army. 
[casualties  Heberer?] ] Between 1959 and 1961 there was a terrible famine 
throughout the whole of China which also affected Liangshan. 
 
Just when more moderate policy had returned and when people were starting to recover 
from the all the calamities they had been through, in 1966 the Great Proletarian Cultural 
Revolution and effectively lasted until 1976 or later. Harrell (2000:9) describes the 
effect of this event on Liangshan thus: 
 
More than any other event in history, the Cultural Revolution of 1966-76 threatened the 
survival of Nuosu culture. Schools no longer taught the Nuosu language in any form, but 
adopted the policy of “direct transition” to Chinese-language education. Bimo, the 
repositories of so much traditional ritual and naturalistic knowledge, were labelled “feudal 
superstitious practitioners” and forbidden to perform rituals, read and copy texts, or teach 
their sons and nephews as disciples. any activities by clans acting in concert were 
immediately put down as “counterrevolutionary” and government cadres became the only 
legitimate authorities. Nuosu culture was far from being totally obliterated during this time: 
of course it was impractical to force everyone to speak Chinese, which most Nuosu did not 
know at all; .... and some bimo even managed to conduct the most important rituals secretly 
in attenuated form. But the Cultural Revolution set up an adversarial relationship between 
local practice and modern development. 
 
From the end of the 1970s Chinese policy changed radically under the objectives of 
modernisation and economic development. The Nuosu were now free to practice their 
religion and traditions once more and a cultural renaissance has taken place among the 
Nuosu, mixed with influences that are more characteristic of universal international 
globalization. 
 
With respect to the possibility of attaining political independence, the Nuosu realise 
that such an idea is geopolitically impossible and as far as I am aware no one sees this 
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of Han nationality and at the same time continue being good traditional members of the 
Yi nationality, maintaining intact their links to their more traditional, and general rural 
relatives and fellow Nuosu.   
 
These urbanised Nuosu live in close contact with a strong concentration of Han cadres 
and professionals, who, even though very small in number, make up a highly influential 
nucleus. Different members of this new Nuosu social class have been hanised to 
varying degrees, according to their degree of loyalty to the traditional Nuosu culture 
and their motivation to adapt themselves to the dominant culture. As I point out further 
on, this process of cultural assimilation implies familiarising oneself with the Han 
language and script and in some cases can imply not learning the Yi script or even the 
loss of a degree of oral competence of the Nuosu and not passing Nuosu on to ones 
children (discussed in 6.2.2). 
 
In rural areas the changes of the last years also have been revolutionary and surely these 
changes will have produced many tensions and social problems. However, the outside 
Han influence is not as strong as in the administrative centres. 
  
ECOLOGICAL DETERIORATION OF LIANGSHAN 
     Prior to “Liberation” the upland areas were a mixture of thick virgin forest and 
grasslands teaming with wildlife. The forest has largely been cut down since the 1950s, 
taking its toll on the bio-diversity of the region and some sources have spoken of an 
ecological disaster. The Nuosu are very aware of this and many people deeply resent 
the Han who came in the radical periods to cut down their woodlands and destroy the 
teaming wildlife. In recent years there has been much concern, both among locals and 
outside NGOs (some foreign) to set up projects promoting sustainable development and 
environmental management which will favour the livelihood of the rural Nuosu 
population. 
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Annex 2, Map 1  
Relief map of  China 
and surrounding area. 
Drawn for Wikipedia 
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Annex 2, Map 2  
Relief map and political 
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Annex 2, Map  3 
Map of  Chinese 
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Annex 2, Map 4  







Light green: Han languages 
Dark green: Korean 
Light brown: Turkic languages 
Beige: Mongolian 
Dark purple: Tungusic languages 
Light purple: Tibeto-Burman languages 
Dark brown: Tadzhik (Indo-European) 
Pink: Austro-asiatic (Mon-Khmer ) 
languages 
Yellow: Tai languages 
Pink-orange: Hmong-Mien languages 
Triangles: Han-speaking muslims 
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Annex 2, Map 5  
Map of  main language 
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Annex 2, Map 6  
Map of Sinitic 
languages, commonly 
called « Chinese 
dialects ». On the web-
page of Glossika. Most 
linguists consider Jin 
(the dark blue area to 
the west of Beijing and 
North of Xian) to be a 
dialect of Mandarin. 
From this map it can be 
seen that south-western 
Mandarin is spoken by 
Han in Liangshan (the 
white island there 
represents the high-
density of monolingual 
Nuosu speakers) and in 
the northern parts of 
Zhuang areas. In 
southern Guangxi 
Cantonese and Pinghua 
are spoken alongside 
Zhuang and in some 
areas of Guangxi, 
Hakka. 
http://www.glossika.com/
en/dict/dialectmap.php   
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      Illustration 1. Page from Zhuang language literary magazine “Sam Nyied Sam” (March”),  
        June 1993. 
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Illustration 2. Title of  4-page bilingual Zhuang-Han edition of “Guangxi Nationalities’ Newspaper, December 1993  
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                                                    Illustration 3. Extract from “Guangxi Nationalities’ Newspaper, December 1993  




                                   
                                                          Illustration 4. Pages from a Zhuang-Han dictionary 
 




Illustration 5. Pages from a dictionary of Zhuang fangkuaizi, 1989 








Illustration 7. Blackboard newspaper, Wuming           Illustration 8. Bilingual Zhuang-Han  
Zhuang-medium school, February 1982                        name-sign of an organisation 
(Liuzhou City Association of Translators) 





Illustration 9. Zhuang language part of the Web site “壮人在线” (Zhuang people online), now 
at www.rauz.net . 




  Illustration 10. The researcher visiting a Zhuang-medium school, Debao County,    
  Guangxi. New Year 1994.    
 
 
 Illustration 11.  
A monolingual Zhuang 
peasant, literate in the Zhuang 
script. Debao County, 
Guangxi, New Year 1994 
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Illustration 13. Page from an article about bimo in the quarterly Nuosu magazine 
“Nationalities”, March 2003  





 Illustration 14. Extract from “Sending off the Ghosts scripture’ in “Nationalities”, 
March 2003         
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Illustration 15. Extract from the Working Regulations of the Yi Nationality language and script, Liangshan Prefecture. 
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           Illustration 16. Extract from a 1987 Nuosu arithmetic textbook for Nuosu adults. 
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            Illustration 17. Nuosu version of bilingual 1991 handbook on raising goats. 
 




           
 
 
               Illustrations 18-21. Bimo reading traditional Nuosu scripture in             
                ceremony to cure sick child. Zhaojue County, September 1995. 




Illustration 22. Bilingual Nuosu-Han shop-signs, Meigu County Town, August 2005 





Illustrations 23-25 -  Bilingual Nuosu-Han and Nuosu-only shop signs in Nuosu rural Zhaojue  














Illustration 26. Bilingual Nuosu-Han signs and banners on the building of the local health 









Illustrations 27 and 28. Public notices in Nuosu   
Illustration 29. Street march, 




Illustration 30. Slogan reminding parents to send children 




Illustration 31. Nuosu writing on home-made furniture                     Illustration 32. Reading  
                                                                                                             Nuosu book 
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